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4 July  2017 
Dear Ms Somerville, 

 
The Public Audit and Post-Legislative Scrutiny Committee recently took oral 
evidence on the Auditor General’s section 22 report on Lews Castle college. The 

Official Report of the meeting is available here1. 
 

We were concerned to note that the college had failed to meet its activity target over 
an eight year period, in which time the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) had only 
recovered funding on one occasion. The report stated that “the college was funded in 

excess of what it needed to deliver its levels of activity. In effect, other colleges in the 
region subsidised Lews Castle College”. 
 

The college’s principal/ chief executive, Mr Macmillan, discussed the further 
education sector’s new funding model and explained that, for 2017-18, Lews Castle 

College’s activity had been reduced to the level achieved in the past two years, with 
a consequent reduction in funding. The chief executive of the University of the 
Highlands and Islands (UHI), Mr Mulholland, said reducing the college’s funding any 

earlier, in line with the new funding model, “would have had a catastrophic effect on 
the college”. 

 
Even with the new funding model, the college and the UHI both expressed some 
concern about Lews’ future sustainability; Mr Macmillan said that despite the 

college’s very small size “there is an expectation that we will engage at national and 
regional level in exactly the same way as larger colleges do” which “probably takes a 

disproportionate amount of the college’s time and resource to contribute”. He called 
for this to be recognised in the funding regime, and noted that “Lews Castle is 
probably too small to function independently from colleges in the rest of the region”. 
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Mr Macmillan acknowledged that the funding process provided a premium for 
remoteness and rurality but considered that this was not sufficient: “In theory … it 

costs us twice as much per student to deliver courses, but we do not receive twice 
as much funding per student.” Mr Mulholland agreed that in such “fragile areas” 

“education is more expensive to deliver”.   
 
We understand that decisions on funding to Lews Castle and other colleges within 

the UHI region will involve the SFC and the UHI. However, Mr Mulholland also 
considered that, in essence, funding for remote colleges facing demographic 

challenges “ … becomes a political decision about what you are willing to fund”.  
 
It appears that previous activity targets may have been set at an artificial level that 

did not always reflect the college’s true funding requirements or demographic 
challenges. Taking all such factors into account, the Committee has agreed to write 

to you to ask whether the Scottish Government considers that the particular 
circumstances within the UHI region justify an improved funding settlement.  We also 
note the vital role played by colleges such as Lews in helping to deliver wider socio-

economic benefits to the local area.  
 

A copy of this letter has been provided to Lews college, the UHI, the SFC, the 
Auditor General, Colleges Scotland  and the Scottish Parliament’s Education and 
Skills Committee.   

 
 

Yours sincerely, 
 
Liam Kerr MSP 

Deputy Convener of the Committee  

 


