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Edinburgh College EIS FELA submission to 17 November 2016 Public Audit 

and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee meeting 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to present evidence to the forthcoming Committee 
meeting to look at the situation at Edinburgh College. We hope the information below 
will be helpful, and would be happy to provide additional material on request. 
 
A failure to match targets 
 
Edinburgh College was formed in 2012. Since then the College has consistently 
failed to reach performance targets for delivery of courses to students (measured in 
WSUMs and Credits). By contrast, according to the SFC: ‘The college sector has 

exceeded the SFC‐funded activity targets in each of the last 10 academic years.’[1] 
These figures are based on the College’s own reports and Funding Council data [2] 
In 2015-16 the College declared in advance that it would not reach its target of 
200,238 credits, setting itself a lower target initially of 12,000 fewer credits, then 
14,000. However, the College predicts an out-turn for last academic year that is 
19,822 credits (10%) short. (Board papers, September 2016) 
 
Now the SFC is not even bothering to set Edinburgh College targets comparable to 
those nationally. It has announced that while ‘in response to the guidance from the 
Cabinet Secretary we have taken the decision to maintain the sector credit target for 
academic year 2016-17’, a decision has been taken for Edinburgh College which 
‘reduces their core target by 11,424 (5.8%) credits.’[3] When the transfer of some 
credits to the SRUC is accounted for this still amounts to 4.4% lower than its 
previous year’s reduced target, and an even wider deviation from the static level of 
delivery set nationally. 
 
Edinburgh’s failure is not due to a lack of funding. Indeed the opposite is true. As the 
‘flagship’ for the merger process Edinburgh College has been treated generously. 
The cost of the merger at Edinburgh was £17m as against a national average of 
£4.5m. Missing targets should have triggered clawbacks of funding from the SFC of 
£400,000 in 2013-14 and £800,000 in 2014-15. However, the SFC did not actually 
take this money from the College. In 2015-16 the College voluntarily gave up £3.5m 
of potential funding, regarding its target as unachievable. The reduction for 2016-17 
will cost at least £2m. The current deficit is over £5m. 
 
It is in this context that the unauthorised claiming of funding through ‘additionality’, 
which the last hearing of the Public Audit and Scrutiny Committee investigated so 
carefully, should be seen. 
 
Reasons for this failure 
 
1. Spending decisions 
 
How is it possible that so much has been spent on the College to so little effect? We 
believe that the cause is poor governance from the start. One reason for the high 
cost of the merger itself was that the College paid out £1,836,000 in VS to 18 top 
management individuals (over £100,000 per person). This was noticed elsewhere. In 
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the recent 'Report on The 2013/14 audit of Coatbridge College: Governance of 
severance arrangements’ the ‘Edinburgh model' is cited no less than 16 times 
because it was used as the template. For example, one email to the remuneration 
committee of Coatbridge College stated:  ‘I am very happy to recommend that an 
arrangement based on 2 years’ gross salary which I would certainly not consider 
unreasonable in the circumstances as compensation for loss of office. In considering 
this proposal, I have looked at the Edinburgh model which you already have. This 
model is now being widely used and it is worth noting that South Lanarkshire are 
using it as the basis for their voluntary severance scheme.’ The ‘Edinburgh model’ 
provided for 21 months’ severance pay even though the SFC only funded 12 months’ 
severance. The difference therefore came from College funds. 
 
The examples of Coatbridge and South Lanarkshire received much public attention. 
However, on 26 November 2015, the Edinburgh Evening News reported as follows: 
‘TWO education principals walked away with a combined payoff of £450,000 
when their institutions merged to form the Capital’s new super-college – which 
recorded a £1 million deficit last year. New figures reveal that Brian Lister 
received a severance payment of £249,000 when he stepped down as principal of 
Stevenson College and Miles Dibsdall was handed £202,000 when he finished as 
principal at Telford College. The packages are among the five biggest payouts given 
to 14 college principals across Scotland…’ 
 
VS packages formed the bulk of the £17m cost of merger and reflected a managerial 
approach which has been pursued ever since - that the problem in the College is 
staff rather than the way the College is being run. VS packages are again the key 
element in the College’s proposed Transformation Plan despite the fact that this 
method has failed repeatedly. There is also mounting evidence that in some cases 
the funding is misapplied as so-called redundant posts have been filled immediately 
afterwards. 
 
2. A flawed approach 
 
At merger the Edinburgh College Board inherited the workforce of three successful 
colleges. The academic staff may not have had expertise in administration at top 
level, but brought a wealth of experience in curriculum matters, recruitment, retention 
and the delivery of education to a diverse student population. From the start 
management regarded this know-how as a problem to be overcome in forging a new 
college identity, rather than a resource to be harnessed. Indeed, the comparatively 
high cost of the merger was largely down to voluntary severance payments designed 
to eliminate large numbers of valuable and experienced staff, including the middle 
management layer who played a key role as a channel between the top of the 
college structure and ‘the chalk-face’. At the time the EIS warned management that 
the way to success was not through the large-scale removal of such individuals. (It is 
notable that four years on the College is considering re-instituting the middle layer 
that was deleted in 2012 at such high cost to the taxpayer and the functioning of the 
College.) 
 
After each successive wave of voluntary severance those remaining have been 
sidelined in as many areas as possible. Management’s approach is that lecturers are 
only equipped to teach classes, and since everything else must be its exclusive 
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domain, any advice or comment from academic staff is an unwelcome intrusion. 
Subsequently, ignoring all the doubts expressed and any appeals for piloting of 
systems, numerous long-established and well-functioning administrative 
mechanisms were ripped up and replaced by a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach delivered 
by fiat from above. In less than a year this created so many difficulties that the EIS 
felt compelled to write directly to the then Cabinet Secretary, Mike Russell, with a 
dossier of problems. He accepted they were serious enough for the SFC to 
investigate.  
 
The Funding Council investigation found: ‘There are significant difficulties for staff 
and students in: accessing bursaries, full enrolment of students, populating the 
website with accurate information, and in some administrative systems.’ However, it 
concluded: ‘The management is aware of and is acting on the issues that have been 
identified by staff and students. This is being done effectively…’ (‘Edinburgh College 
EIS FELA letter to Cabinet Secretary: SFC response’) It is clear that this confidence 
was misplaced. The 2015 Audit Scotland report also refers to numerous problems. 
The SFC broadly recognised the validity of our concerns but did not understand their 
source. It concluded that the management would be able to overcome them without 
altering the fundamental approach. So, for example, radical changes to curriculum 
delivery which the staff predicted would reduce uptake were implemented without 
any consultation whatsoever. When the inevitable happened, and student numbers 
fell, the automatic response was a further round of voluntary severance. Now that 
additionality can no longer be claimed and the deficit has grown there are still more 
rounds of VS in prospect. 
 
Symptomatic of management’s attitude to staff, and its refusal to admit responsibility 
for the difficulties, was this email (5 February 2016) from the Depute Principal 
objecting to our having reported failure to reach targets to Lothian MSPs: ‘The 
statement that Edinburgh College had failed to meet its activity targets for 3 out of 
the 4 years of merger – this is factually  untrue – the college has achieved its wsum 
targets for 12/13, 13/14 and 14/15. It is unacceptable to have false information 
provided to either members of staff or to mislead, however unintentionally,  members 
of the Scottish Parliament.’ 
 
3) Impact on recruitment and retention 
 
The key change, which lies behind the deficit, additionality, and the failure to reach 
targets has been the substantial drop in student numbers. It has been claimed that 
the initial figure of 35,000 students for Edinburgh College at merger in 2012 cannot 
be compared to the 15,000 current students. If true this reflects a lack of 
transparency either in 2012 or today. Whichever statistic is correct the failure to 
match SFC targets is undeniable, and can be traced to the changes above - deletion 
of middle managers, and effective removal of lecturing staff from the recruitment 
process. 
 
Before 2012/13 the system was centred on some 500 lecturers and overseen by 
senior lecturers. When the latter post was deleted at merger no adequate 
replacement mechanism was provided. Not only has recruitment fallen, retention of 
those that are recruited is poorer as applicants are not necessarily placed into the 
correct courses. As the College’s self-evaluation report states, retention rates in 
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2015-16 for FE and HE programmes are ‘down from last year by 4.4% and 0.2% 
respectively.’  
 
Changes have reduced academic input, with the burden falling on around 44 student 
records staff. MSPs visiting the College earlier this year were told by management 
that lecturing staff had not been sidelined from recruitment. Thus the 5 February 
email quoted above says: 
 
‘No interviews – it was made absolutely clear that interviews were at the discretion of 
the CM and indeed we have been auditioning for Creative arts places since 
November last year.  This has been reinforced at all of the eleven staff meetings we 
held around campuses in the last few weeks.  It’s difficult to understand why you 
insist on giving out information which is not correct…Lecturing staff are not ‘side-
lined’ they are involved in the interview process.’ 
 
However, the actual recruitment plan (leaked to us as our request for it was refused) 
states: ‘Default position is to have NO interviews (sic)’, and ‘Auditions/interviews will 
only be allowed in exceptional circumstances’. 
 
On behalf of lecturers the EIS made a plea to management that they be allowed to 
take up the recruitment role that had been so successfully performed in the period 
before merger. At a stroke that would multiply the numbers of staff focussing on this 
key area more than tenfold. The offer was refused. 
 
Conclusion 
 
We believe that Edinburgh College has the potential to serve its local community as 
well as any other College in Scotland. There is no demographic reason for its poor 
performance. That lies with governance and management. The solution depends on 
working with staff, seeing them as the key to attracting and retaining students rather 
than as a burden to be removed through VS. Until management is held accountable 
for its past failures and thus encouraged to adopt a new approach, the financial 
difficulties the College faces are likely to remain intractable, to the cost of 
Edinburgh’s young people, the college sector as a whole and the public purse. 
 
NOTES 
 
1. ‘http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Funding_Outcome_Agreements_2016-
17/College_Outcome_Agreements_Summary_2015-16.pdf 
2. 
http://doc.edinburghcollege.ac.uk/welcome/publication%20scheme/college%20perfor
mance%20indicators%202014%20-%2015.pdf and 
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Statistical_publications_SFCST012016_CollegePerf
ormanceIndicators201415/SFCST012016_College_Performance_Indicators_2014-
15.pdf 
3. 
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Announcements_SFCAN072016_Outcomeagreeme
ntfundingforcollegesfina/SFC_AN_07_2016.pdf 
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