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NEWS

The Liberal Democrats could be set 
for another painful internal battle 
over tuition fees at their forthcoming 
annual conference, with one prom-
inent backbencher indicating that he 
would vote against the party’s plans 
to endorse £9,000 fees.

The Lib Dems, who officially 
remain committed to phasing out 
such charges, were set to ask dele-
gates to adopt £9,000 fees as party 
policy. The proposal, which oppo-
nents are attempting to derail, is 
likely to be the biggest higher edu-
cation flashpoint of the forthcoming 
party conference season. The out-
come could be significant if the Lib 
Dems end up in coalition again after 
2015.

A wide-ranging Lib Dem policy 
motion on post-16 education, to be 
debated on 15 September at the con-
ference in Glasgow, asks delegates 
to commit the party to “retaining 
the current system of higher educa-
tion finance, and committing to a 
review within the next Parliament”. 

But an amendment asking for the 
policy to return to scrapping fees 
when public finances allow may be 
accepted for debate.

The original motion is the fruit 
of a policy paper written by a work-
ing group on education led by Lib 
Dem peer Sal Brinton, former bursar 
at two University of Cambridge col-
leges. However, Julian Huppert, the 
MP for Cambridge who was among 
the Lib Dems to vote against higher 
fees in 2010, disagreed with the 
motion when asked by Times Higher 
Education how he would respond.

“I believe fees are wrong in prin-
ciple,” Mr Huppert says in a state-
ment. He adds: “In the longer term, 
I want to see university fees phased 
out altogether.”

A different amendment by Lib 
Dem member Callum Leslie propos-
ing that the party recommit to phas-
ing out fees has been rejected. 
However, Mr Leslie said he would 
press for a separate vote on deleting 
the words “retaining the current sys-

tem of higher education finance” 
from the motion. Plans to sell off 
the loan book “show that this sys-
tem does not save anywhere near 
the money we were told”, he argued.

Among left-leaning Lib Dem 
groups, Linda Jack, chair of Liberal 
Left and an opponent of fees, said 
she expected the endorsement of 
£9,000 fees to go through. 

“A lot of people who were angry 
have left the party because [the 2010 
fees vote] was their tipping point,” 
she added.

Prateek Buch, director of the 
Social Liberal Forum, said his per-
sonal view was that “the current 
system appears to be the least worst 
of realistically available alternatives”.

He said amendments tabled by 
forum members would seek to com-
mit the party to ruling out changes 
for existing borrowers “as and when 
the student loan book is privatised” 
and ensure that “fees are not raised 
above their current level”.

The Lib Dem motion also seeks 
to commit the party to creating a 
single higher education regulator 
and introducing a system to offer 
postgraduate loans of up to £10,000 
a year.
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London Metropolitan University lost 
£2 million after a partnership with 
a private college collapsed, it has 
emerged, and as recently as 
last month was seeking more than 
£750,000 in a continuing dispute 
with the institution.  

In April 2012, London Met 
announced that it would validate 
business courses and sponsor 
international students at the London 
School of Business and Finance.

But in December 2012 the deal 
was abruptly terminated, partly 
because the previous August the 
Home Office had stripped London 
Met of its licence to sponsor inter-
national students. 

Minutes of a senior management 
meeting at the university, leaked to 
Times Higher Education, show that 

after the collapse of the partner-
ship, a deed of settlement was 
signed “and a write-off of £2m 
taken”.

Despite this, “the dispute with 
LSBF continues”, say the minutes 
of the meeting, held on 7 August 
this year and chaired by Paul Bowler, 
the university’s deputy chief 
executive. 

“Two invoices of £327k and 
£429k have been issued but no 
payment has yet been received from 
LSBF,” the minutes say. 

Malcolm Gillies, London Met’s 
vice-chancellor, who negotiated the 
original deal, had attempted to 
resolve the “payment situation”, the 
minutes explain, “but with no 
success to date”. 

“The next step is likely to be 

litigation to recover the amounts 
owed,” they add. 

The £2 million write-off came in 
December 2012, the same month 
that London Met announced it 
would cut 40 per cent of the staff 
and three-quarters of the courses at 
its business school in an effort to 
save money. 

‘Difficult market’
Accounts released at the beginning 
of the year show that London Met 
was expecting a £37 million cut in 
income – more than a fifth of its total 
– in 2012-13. 

It blamed this on the licence 
problems and a “difficult market” 
for domestic students. 

The university is currently pursu-
ing a judicial review case against the 
Home Office for revoking the licence 
(which was reinstated in April this 
year). 

“Preparations are in train” for a 

hearing in October, the minutes 
state, but add that “there remains 
the possibility for a deal” with the 
government, although “our current 
position is that we press on with the 
expectation that the Hearing will go 
ahead”. 

The minutes also detail the 
university’s recruitment woes this 
academic year. “As of today, we 
have 106 international students who 
have paid deposits, against a target 
of 506. Disappointing, but a long 
way to go,” they state. 

They also set out plans to recruit 
1,700 students through clearing 
while acknowledging that the 
process would be “tough”. 

A spokeswoman for London Met 
declined to comment on the minutes, 
while a spokesman for LSBF said 
the revelations were neither “correct 
or relevant today”, but declined to 
elaborate further. 
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Minutes reveal huge write-off and continuing 
dispute with LSBF. David Matthews reports

£2m divorce: partnership 
failure hits London Met

More costly study loses allure for the mature 
The number of mature students from 
England applying for full-time uni-
versity courses has fallen by almost 
20,000 since 2010, a study shows.

Analysis of Ucas data by the 
Independent Commission on Fees 
has found that the number of 
English applicants aged 20 or older 
fell from around 134,000 in 2010 
to about 116,000 in 2013, a drop 
of around 18,000 or more than 
13 per cent. 

Losses are higher among those 
aged 25 and over, with applications 
falling by 15.4 per cent.

According to the report, Analysis 
of University Applications for 
2013/2014 Admissions, released on 
12 September, the decline among 
mature students represents a sizeable 
chunk of the overall fall in applicant 
numbers (almost 31,000 fewer 
across the UK in 2013 than in 2010).

The figures also cover only a 
fraction of the mature students who 
apply to university, as many opt to 
study part-time. Ucas does not hold 
data on part-time applicants. 

Last year the Higher Education 
Funding Council for England said 

there had been a 40 per cent drop 
in the number of part-time under-
graduates starting courses in 2012-
13 compared with 2010-11. 

Will Hutton, chair of the 
commission, which was established 
in January to examine the effect of 

the government’s policy to raise fees 
to a maximum of £9,000 a year, said 
the price hike was “having a serious 
and damaging impact on second 
chance students”, who often hailed 
from disadvantaged backgrounds 
and lacked the opportunity to attend 

university straight after school.
“If we are truly concerned about 

widening participation, it is vital that 
universities and ministers look 
behind these figures and identify the 
extent to which higher fees are acting 
as a deterrent for mature students,” 
said Mr Hutton, who is also princi-
pal of Hertford College, Oxford.

University of Bristol head and 
former Universities UK president 
Eric Thomas is leading a review into 
the drop in part-time applicants, and 
is due to report this autumn. 

The ICF report also appears to 
confirm earlier evidence of a grow-
ing gender divide in university appli-
cations. 

The decline in the overall number 
of male applicants in England 
between 2010 and 2013 is greater 
than that seen among their female 
peers (7.6 per cent to 6.4 per cent). 

Analysis of University Applica-
tions also says that the Ucas data 
provide evidence that the proportion 
of 18- and 19-year-olds applying to 
university is remaining relatively  
constant.
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Dissent over conference motion to ‘retain current 
system of finance’. John Morgan reports

Shades of 2010 
as fees spectre 
haunts Lib Dems

VALUE JUDGEMENTS: COURSE RATINGS BY THE CLASS OF 2009 

Almost two-thirds 
of students who 
graduated in 2008-09 
still thought their 
courses were good 
value for money three 
and a half years later, 
a survey has found. 

Just 14 per cent say 
the courses they com­
pleted had not been 
good value for money, 
according to the Higher 
Education Statistics 

Agency’s longitudinal 
survey of graduate 
destinations.

Opinions differ by 
mission group, with the 
highest rates of satis­
faction recorded among 
graduates of the Russell 
Group of large research-
intensive universities 
(69 per cent). The rate is 
lowest among GuildHE 
graduates (60 per cent). 

At the subject level, 

graduates in disciplines 
with low unemployment, 
such as medicine and 
dentistry, are among 
those most likely to say 
their studies had been 
value for money (84 per 
cent). But almost 30 per 
cent of those in creative 
arts and design and 
mass communications/
documentation doubt 
the value of their courses. 

Elizabeth Gibney 

Source: Destinations of Leavers from Higher Education Longitudinal Survey, Hesa
Note: survey is based on a sample of UK-domiciled graduates who left higher education in 2008-09
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