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Introduction 

When representing their universities, vice-chancellors are sometimes required to attend external 

functions and meetings related to their role. But such activities do not necessitate the leasing or 

buying of high-end vehicles to transfer around university leaders on campuses or elsewhere. Most 

business leaders or heads of large organisations use private means of transport, or simply utilise the 

public transport network. 

Although a growing proportion of universities’ income is derived from tuition fees, £3.7 billion was 

given to English universities by funding councils in 2019-20.1 Due to non-repayment, taxpayers will end 

up paying for an estimated 47 per cent of student maintenance loans.2 

Universities should encourage vice-chancellors (or other senior staff) to use their own methods of 

transport and sell off any excess vehicles. With vice chancellors’ salaries averaging over £250,0003 - 

and with at least 3,615 staff across 120 universities receiving over £100,000 in total remuneration last 

year4 - such action would be welcomed by students and taxpayers alike.   

Key findings 

Between April 2016 and March 2019: 

▪ 29 universities spent a total of £702,057 on vehicles for vice-chancellors or their equivalent. 

This includes purchases, leases, fuel, maintenance, tax and other associated costs.  

▪ The university that spent the largest amount was Liverpool Hope, spending £70,915 on 

purchasing, leasing, maintenance and fuel for two Mercedes E300s.   

▪ Universities spent £509,610 buying and leasing cars over the three-year period and £104,269 
on fuel. 

▪ The average spend on vice-chancellors’ cars for each of the 29 universities over this period was 

£24,518.  

▪ Three universities (Birmingham City, Edinburgh and Liverpool) owned or leased Jaguars during 

this period, with Birmingham City purchasing a Jaguar LWB diesel for £40,000. 

▪ Other luxury vehicles used by universities were Mercedes-Benz E-class, BMW 730, Audi A6, 
Lexus NX estate and Volvo V60 Sportswagon.  

▪ 80 per cent of UK universities which responded did not own or lease cars for use by the vice-

chancellor or equivalent senior staff.  

 

 

 

Click here to see how much each university spent on vice-chancellors’ cars 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Bolton, P., Higher education funding in England, House of Commons Library, 16 December 2019, p. 11. 
2 Ibid, p. 3. 
3 Johnson, J., Average university vice chancellor now earns more than £250k for first time, as majority given pay rises in last 
year despite criticism, The Daily Telegraph, 12 February 2019. 
4 Hutton, J., University Rich List 2019, TaxPayers’ Alliance, 3 October 2019. 
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Table 1: 20 highest spending universities on vice-chancellor cars, 2016-17 to 2018-19 

 University  
Vice-chancellor remuneration  

2018-19 (£) 
Total spent (£) 

Liverpool Hope 347,695 70,915 

Exeter 421,000 65,741 

Birmingham City 262,662 47,668 

De Montfort 479,0005 44,063 

Ulster 324,0006 41,441 

Dundee 229,0007 40,159 

Sheffield 262,8808 36,193 

Teesside 312,845 33,479 

Surrey 409,000 27,175 

Swansea 284,000 26,484 

Southampton 430,7039 25,809 

Edinburgh 403,000 23,062 

University of Wales Trinity Saint 

David 
284,000 20,321 

Edinburgh Napier 236,000 20,029 

West London 342,000 20,007 

Open University 339,000 18,258 

Lancaster 341,000 17,765 

Heriot-Watt 309,000 17,595 

Anglia Ruskin 226,00010 16,675 

Leicester 203,00011 14,395 

 

Table 2: five highest spending universities on fuel, 2016-17 to 2018-19 

University  Total spent (£) 

Dundee 16,083 

Ulster 12,084 

Sheffield 10,788 

Teesside 9,922 

University of Wales Trinity Saint David 9,805 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Vice-chancellor left office in February 2019. Total remuneration includes salary of £204,000, bonus of £10,000, health 
insurance of £1,000 and compensation for loss of office of £260,000. 
6 2017-18 financial statements. 
7 Principal started in January 2019. 
8 Vice-chancellor started in November 2018. 
9 Vice-chancellor left office in March 2019. 
10 Vice-chancellor started in October 2018.  
11 Vice-chancellor left office in March 2019. 
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Methodology 

▪ A freedom of information (FOI) request was sent to all universities in the United Kingdom (150). 

It requested information on how many cars each university has for use for their vice-chancellor, 

equivalent or other senior roles (such as principal, deputy vice-chancellor, vice-principal, 

provost or pro vice-chancellor). 

▪ The following was also asked in the FOI request:  

▪ How many cars your organisation has. Please also specify the make and model. 
▪ The cost of purchasing a car(s) during 2016-2017, 2017-2018 and 2018-2019. 
▪ The cost of leasing a car(s) during 2016-2017, 2017-2018 and 2018-2019. 
▪ The cost of fuel for a car(s) during 2016-2017, 2017-2018 and 2018-2019. 
▪ The cost of purchasing a personalised number plate(s) during 2016-2017, 2017-2018 and 

2018-2019. 
▪ The costs associated with maintaining a car(s) during 2016-2017, 2017-2018 and 2018-

2019. This includes, but is not limited to, MOT, general service, insurance, vehicle excise 
duty and new tyres and parts. 
 

▪ A total of 144 universities responded to the FOI request. Of these, 29 spent money on providing 

cars, or 20 per cent of respondents.  

▪ Any responses received after 3 April 2020 were not included in the data set.  

▪ Of those who sent a response, 115 did not own or lease cars for use by the vice-chancellor or 

equivalent senior staff. This equates to 80 per cent of UK universities which responded. 

  

 

 
 

 
 

 

 


