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Tuesday 24 November 2020 

Dear Clare, 

Thank you for your letter of 20 November, following up the Committee’s 18 November meeting. 

You asked for information about the available cash flow position of Scottish universities and support 

available for any institution facing immediate cash flow problems. I have discussed that request with 

Karen Watt as Chief Executive of the Scottish Funding Council. She has agreed that since the SFC collect 

information about the cash flow position of Scottish higher education institutions, and since SFC would 

have to decide on how to support an institution in difficulties, it would be appropriate for SFC to 

respond to this part of the Committee’s request. I hope that is acceptable to the Committee. 

In that context, I would draw the Committee’s attention to the Scottish Government’s Further and 

Higher Education Sustainability Plan of July 2019. Its Ministerial forward made the commitment that: 

“…further support and actions will be necessary once the full impact is apparent so that 

colleges and universities can come through this unprecedented crisis and be key players in the 

nation’s recovery.” 

The Sustainability Plan proposed as part of this: 

“…the creation of a COVID-19 University Support Fund (COSF) by SFC to support 

sustainability in the transition to the post COVID-19 environment. This will be open to those 

institutions who have exhausted other avenues of borrowing and still require support, for 

example to provide an injection of working capital.” 

SFC’s response could usefully update the Committee on whether they still see a necessity for this and, 

if so, what work is planned to give effect to this proposal.        

You also asked about management of issues around the beginning of the Christmas vacation and 

January return, including testing and student travel. 

On management of the end of term, we are content that the measures announced in Mr Lochhead’s 

statement to the Parliament on 11 November are a sensible framework for the end of term, for those 

students who are intending to move from term-time accommodation to their home addresses. Of 

course as Mr Lochhead pointed out many students are commuter students who live in their own 

homes all year (a majority of students at some universities, especially the modern institutions), and 
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many students who live in term-time student accommodation will choose to stay there over the 

vacation including most international students and students from whom university is ‘home’ e.g. 

because of their estrangement from their family. 

Universities are getting on with the extremely urgent task of setting up asymptomatic testing facilities 

as part of the UK-wide pilot of the use of lateral flow testing, so that tests are available for as many as 

possible of the students who want to return home for the vacation.  This is an exceptionally demanding 

logistical task being undertaken at very short notice, but is being executed at pace by institutions. 

Universities regard the availability of asymptomatic testing as an important part of managing the risk 

of transmission of the virus, and we are committed to making this work. 

We are seeking the earliest possible clarity from Scottish Government about whether there will be 

further restrictions on the way in which the term re-starts in January, over and above the tight 

restrictions already required under the Scottish Government’s strategic framework for managing the 

pandemic. Universities Scotland’s members strongly believe that students’ interests will be served 

best by the resumption of a blend of digital and in-person learning after the New Year. We believe 

that as well as the learning benefits of in-person provision, there are important welfare and mental 

health benefits to students on in-person provision. We also see strong reasons  of social inclusion to 

support students continued ability to learn and study on-campus, not least since many students do 

not have a home environment or access to IT at home that supports their ability to study successfully.  

To the best of our knowledge, there have been no cases of transmission of the virus in the university 

teaching environment. 

Universities have reflected on the lessons learned from the beginning of the academic year, and we 

are in discussion with Scottish Government about how to ensure the safest possible resumption of 

studies. The availability of asymptomatic testing to students on return is an important part of our 

proposal to government for the post-January re-start, but it builds much more widely on the ways in 

which student welfare, responsible student conduct  and the management of the student residential 

environment have been augmented since the beginning of the academic year. This includes increased 

staffing of student residences to support student welfare and responsible behaviour, the Consistent 

Core of Care for how students are supported, the provision of safe social activities for students, and 

the proportionate use of university discipline when a small minority of students risk the safety of the 

majority.     

I am copying this letter to Karen Watt at the Scottish Funding Council. 

Yours sincerely, 

Alastair Sim 
Director 
 
cc. Ms Karen Watt, Scottish Funding Council 
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