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5 September 2017 
 
 
Dear Mr Kerr, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 4 July 2017, on the oral evidence of the Auditor General’s 
section 22 report on Lews Castle College.  
 
I note that you have also sent a letter to Professor Clive Mulholland, Principal and Vice 
Chancellor of The University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI).  As the Regional Strategic 
Body for the Highlands and Islands region, UHI has been responsible for the allocation of 
further education funding and student places across the region since 1 April 2014.  This 
includes the allocations for Lews Castle College and UHI‘s12 other academic partners. 
 
The Scottish Funding Council has reported that the region exceeded its FE activity targets 
for academic years 2013-14, 2014-15 and 2015-16.    Lews Castle College did fall below its 
notional share of the regional targets, but has delivered between 350 and 400 FTEs each 
year from 2006-07 to 2015-16.  It is worth noting that the Highland & Islands region colleges 
delivered 7,300 FTEs in 2006-07 rising to 8,700 by 2015-16 for further education level 
provision alone.   
 
The activity target for Lews Castle College was reduced by SFC in 2011-12 and 2012-13 
and more recently by the Regional Board.  However, in order for colleges to plan effectively, 
SFC and UHI would avoid changing activity targets on an annual basis, particularly for the 
smallest colleges where activity levels may fluctuate to a greater degree than elsewhere. 
 
It is for the Regional Board to make the decision on how further education activity and 
funding should be allocated across the region. This is particularly important with the 
Highlands & Islands region because UHI also distributes places and funding for the 
additional 6,400 HE places funded from the University budget. UHI students tend to be  
more mobile than those from more urban areas, and more likely to move from home to 
study.   
So while demographics tell us that the people of the Western Isles require 400 FE FTEs, 
perhaps only 300 may choose to locate at Lews Castle College, with others attending 
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another campus in the region or studying a more specialist course elsewhere.  The 
College/region may also take the decision that the local population would benefit from a 
different mix of FE and HE provision whilst maintaining overall numbers.   It is important to 
look at all further and higher education activity across the region to gain a fuller 
understanding of activity and funding.  
 
The Highlands & Islands region has several small colleges with Lews Castle being larger 
than the other Islands colleges and comparable to Argyll College and West Highland 
College.  These small colleges can also benefit from the shared and specialist services 
across the region that may not ordinarily be available to colleges of this scale.  Being part of 
a larger network can also offer support with demographic change and curriculum 
development. 
 
Whilst UHI decides how funding and places should be allocated across the region, SFC has 
its own funding and demographic models to determine funding and activity levels required at 
the regional level.  The Highlands & Islands region receives a rural premium of £5m from 
SFC, which represents an 18% increase on the region‘s activity funding.  However the SFCs 
funding methodology recognises the difference in geographies across the Highlands & 
Islands region; the £5m does not include any additional funding for the two cities and 
provides less funding for the Elgin area than it does the Islands and smaller colleges.  The 
rural uplift would be close to 90% on activity funding for the Orkney Islands; 75% for 
Shetland and 50% for the Western Isles. The Regional Board determines how this rural 
funding is allocated across the region.     
 
There is currently a review of rural funding underway.  SFC has set up a working group to 
consider the issue which includes representatives from the Highland & Islands region.  It is 
expected that the review will be complete this year.  
 
I can assure the Committee that Scottish Government officials will continue to work with 
colleagues in the SFC and UHI to support the College in addressing the issues raised by the 
Auditor General.           
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
 
SHIRLEY-ANNE SOMERVILLE 

 


