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COUNCIL

The O
Univelgﬁc

MINUTES

This paper presents the confirmed minutes of the last meeting of Council held on 19 November 2024 at
9.45am in Library Seminar Room 4, Open University, Milton Keynes, MK7 6AA

Action Required

Council approved these minutes as a correct record at its meeting held on 3 & 4 March 2025.

Present

Malcolm Sweeting, Chair

Josie Fraser, Interim Vice-Chancellor

Robert McCracken, Treasurer

Natalie Baker, President, Open University Students’ Association
Emma Barker, Senate representative
Hossam Kassem, Senate representative
Gary Elliott-Cirigottis, Senate representative
Eileen Scanlon, Senate representative*

Rob Parker, Senate representative

Andrew Kolapo, Student representative

Tony Cox, Associate Lecturer representative
Sas Amoah, member of non-academic staff
Julia Goodfellow, external co-opted member
Andrew Dickinson, external co-opted member
Paul Gray, external co-opted member*

Nikki Humphrey, external co-opted member
Paul Kett, external co-opted member,

Jas Mann, external co-opted member

Rashik Parmar, external co-opted member*
Tevin Tobun, external co-opted member*

In Attendance

lan Pickup, Deputy Vice-Chancellor

Dave Hall, University Secretary

Paul Traynor, Chief Financial Officer

Camilla Briault, Director, University Secretary’s Office
Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance

Jhumar Johnson, Chief of Staff, Vice Chancellor’s Office*®

Members of the Vice-Chancellor's Executive for Section D:
Vikki Matthews, Group People Director

Ceri Rose, Director of Strategy, Marketing and Communications
Emma Stace, Chief Digital and Information Officer

Klaus-Dieter Rossade, Executive Dean, WELS

Adrienne Scullion, Executive Dean, FASS*

Mark Durkin, Executive Dean, FBL*

Nick Braithwaite, Executive Dean, STEM*

Other attendees

Section D: John Wolffe and Sally Jordan, Senate members of the Joint Appointment Committee for the
Vice-Chancellor, lan Fribbance, Academic Lead, Campus 2030, Stephen Talboys, Chief Operating
Officer Campus 2030

Minutes 22 and 23 : John D’Arcy, Director OU in Ireland
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Apologies

Ceri Doyle, external co-opted member+
Liz Bromley, external co-opted member

*Participation via Microsoft Teams
+ Proxy Votes submitted

9.2

9.3

WELCOME

The Chair welcomed members to the meeting in particular, Professor Josie Fraser, attending her first
meeting in her capacity as Interim Vice Chancellor and Professor lan Pickup attending as Acting
Deputy Vice-Chancellor.

COUNCIL STATEMENT OF PRIMARY RESPONSIBILITIES, CODE OF CONDUCT AND CONFLICT
OF INTEREST POLICY C-2024-06-01

Council noted the Statement of Primary Responsibilities, Code of Conduct and Conflict of Interest
Policy.

DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST
Paul Kett, PWC

MINUTES C-2024-04-M & C-2024-05-M
Council approved the minutes of the meetings held on 9 July 2024 and 24 September 2024
MATTERS ARISING C-2024-06-02

Council noted the report.
CHAIR’S REPORT

The Chair informed Council that the secretariat would be examining ways to reduce the amount of
reading material sent to members for meetings.

APPOINTMENT OF THE VICE-CHANCELLOR C-2024-06-03
Council noted the report.
VICE-CHANCELLOR’S REGULAR REPORT C-2024-06-04
Council noted the report.
2023/24 CONSOLIDATED FINANCIAL STATEMENTS C-2024-06-05

The Chief Financial Officer and Treasurer:

a) Confirmed that the financial statements complied with regulatory requirements and had been
audited by the external auditor, PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC). Audit Committee had reviewed
them on two separate occasions.

b) Drew attention to the one-off impairment of the East Campus site of £6.3m. The existing use
valuation basis remained appropriate for the Walton Hall site as there had been no decision on
change of use of any buildings on that site.

The Chair thanked members of Finance and Audit Committees for their very though work in
scrutinising the draft financial statements and commended the robust processes for their preparation.

Council:

a) Sought assurance that, in the light of the decrease in student numbers, that the Going Concern
section of the financial statements was valid and robust.

b) Emphasised the importance of investing income in curriculum development and innovation to
satisfy future students’ demands.
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The Chief Financial Officer and Treasurer assured Council that assessing the Going Concern position
was a routine part of compiling the financial statements. Different scenarios were evaluated with
stress testing and these confirmed that the University had strong reserves and was in a good position
compared to the rest of the sector. It would however be important when reserves were being invested
in strategic projects, that benefits were clear and measurable.

Council:
a) Approved the 2023/24 Consolidated Financial Statements.

b) Authorised the Chair of Audit Committee, Interim Vice-Chancellor and Chief Financial Officer
to sign on its behalf the 2023/24 Consolidated Financial Statements.

c) Noted the audit representation letter that would be signed on its behalf by the Interim Vice-
Chancellor and Chief Financial Officer.

2023/24 SELF-EVALUATION AND ACTION PLAN C-2024-06-13
Council:
a) Approved the Self-Evaluation report and Action Plan.

b) Noted that the Interim Vice-Chancellor, as the Accountable Officer, would sign a Statement of
Assurance to the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) confirming that the academic standards and
quality of learning provision continued to meet the requirements set by the SFC.

OU-OU STUDENTS ASSOCIATION PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT C-2024-06-14

The President, OU Students’ Association and the Acting Deputy Vice-Chancellor emphasised the
importance of the partnership between the University and Association. The change of name to
Partnership Agreement demonstrated the commitment to effective joint working and was strongly
supported by students.

Council approved the revised OU-OU Students Association Partnership Agreement.
AUDIT COMMITTEE ANNUAL REPORT C-2024-06-06

In response to questions, the Chair of Audit Committee confirmed that the Internal Audit Service
considered future risks and value for money in its cycle of work.

Council noted the report.
STRATEGIC DISCUSSION ITEMS: INTRODUCTION
The Chair introduced the session and explained that:

a) The higher education sector was facing challenges in its funding model, and it was essential it
adapted to succeed. In addition, the University was also facing some very specific challenges
around decline in the part time market and a reduction in its own share of that market.

b) It was important for Council and the Vice-Chancellor's Executive (VCE) to work together to look
for opportunities for growth and at the same time to improve efficiency. VCE had started to
scope the direction of evolution and growth and it was vital this work proceeded at pace. An
additional meeting of Council had been arranged for 28 January 2025 to consider plans and
progress.

C) During the presentation and discussion, Council needed to reflect on whether the aims and
direction were right to pursue for the University to evolve and consider appropriate targets and
timelines.

Council noted the report.
FINANCIAL FORECASTS TO 2028/29 C-2024-06-07
The Chief Financial Officer informed Council that:

a) The annual financial return had been considered by VCE and was being recommended to
Council by Finance Committee.
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b) Work to deliver the Return to Surplus savings by 2026/27 was proceeding as planned. Since
approval of the budget for 2024/25 in July 2024 there had been significant movement in the
student number forecasts and subsequent income which required a change in expenditure
plans. A further £104.7m of recurrent savings, in addition to the original return to surplus
targets, was now forecast to be required by 2028/29 to achieve the required operating surplus
of 5%.

Council commented that:

a) The challenges that lay ahead from overlaying further cost savings on the top of the original
return to surplus plan would be significant.

b) Reductions in costs should not impact adversely on services to students and their experience.

Council approved, on recommendation of Finance Committee, the financial forecasts to 2028/29 and
commentary that fulfilled the regulatory requirement for submission to the Office for Students (OfS).

IMPROVING GROWTH AND WORKING SMARTER PRESENTATION
The Interim Vice-Chancellor introduced the presentation and explained that:

a) Since the last meeting colleagues had engaged widely across the University to identify priority
areas for efficiencies and opportunities for change where investment would make significant
difference.

b) Work that had originated as developing digital capabilities had evolved into a strategically
focussed initiative to move the University forward with agility to face the challenges ahead.

The University Secretary, Director of Strategy, Marketing and Communications, Executive Dean FBL,
Chief Digital and Information Officer, Chief People Officer and Acting Deputy Vice-Chancellor
delivered a presentation and informed Council that:

a) Work had been undertaken to investigate why student number targets had not been achieved.
Maijor contributing factors appeared to be over optimism in relation to anticipated economic
changes under the new Labour government and the impact of new curriculum.

b) The availability of more detailed data as part of the Campus 2030 project showed a decline in
the part-time market in England and the University’s share in that market. Further work had
been commissioned from DataHE and the University would be changing the way it approached
forecasting.

c) Market dynamics had changed and increasing numbers of HE institutions were offering flexible
study, so the market was becoming far more competitive. Students were also wanting to study
at a faster rate and gain their qualification more quickly. The current outlook for the University’s
core undergraduate student numbers showed decline.

d) A more optimistic future required building market share and market insight indicated there were
opportunities in developing the University’s offer for younger students and for those wanting to
study at full time intensity.

e) VCE had started to reflect on the market data and insight now available to consider where and
how curriculum and services needed to evolve.

f) Work would focus on four strategic priorities, learning and assessment, curriculum and flexible
study pace supported by a programme of efficiency measures and cultural transformation to
work smarter. Students would benefit from a personalised academic experience with
assessment aligned to student goals and employment needs. Study pathways would be more
flexible, and learners would be able to study at different paces. Processes for curriculum
development would be streamlined to create greater agility and enable content to be brought to
market faster.

9) Developing digital capabilities towards being a more digitally enabled University would be
critical to achievement of the strategic priorities. Curriculum systems were currently complex
with high levels of manual entries which led to inefficiencies and hindered speed and agility.
The University also needed to reflect on its culture to develop a more agile working environment
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with greater empowerment for staff and more cross-functional innovative working to meet
student needs. Work had started on developing a technology strategy and a funding model.

15.3 Council:

a)

f)

Emphasised the importance of creating a clear and achievable vision to respond to the
opportunities identified, stabilise student numbers and develop plans for longer term growth. It
would also be important to fully understand why the University was experiencing a decrease in
its existing market share and work to address that.

Enquired whether the concept of “flexibility” for students was fully understood. The University
offered modular study, but students might view flexibility differently and wish to see more variety
in start dates or study patterns. It was suggested that more opportunities for starting studies
could be offered but students would need to be well informed, so they made educated choices
over study commitments.

Sought definition of potential target markets and future curriculum offered. Information on the
University’s direct competitors and their offerings for students would also be useful.

Emphasised the importance of working quickly to obtain information and develop plans and
strategies for the University’s future.

Welcomed the clarity and focus on the plans for progress but asked how the necessary cultural
shifts could be achieved. This was not identified as a workstream but would underpin all other
initiatives and must be embedded in all strategic priorities going forward.

Commented that some students would require printed study materials or need support to
develop their own digital skills.

15.4 In responding to points raised, the University Secretary, Director of Strategy, Marketing and
Communications, Executive Dean FBL, Chief Digital and Information Officer and Acting Deputy Vice-
Chancellor:

a)

b)

Assured Council that flexibility was offered to students in subject choices and combinations and
accelerated study, but presentation patterns often meant the University could not be completely
flexible.

Explained that further market research had been commissioned to examine why enquirers who
were interested in studying with the University in October 2024 did not proceed to registration
and also to examine why competitor institutions had been chosen instead. This work would be
reported to Council in January 2024.

Reported that work had started on looking externally at opportunities with potential partners and
links to further education and arising from the introduction of the Lifelong Learning Entitlement.

Explained that the University had not traditionally identified target markets but had focussed on
making learning accessible to all. The focus had been on the brand and student experience.

Emphasised that there was a strong sense of ambition at the University with 26 new study
programmes becoming available during 2023/24 to 2025/26. These included sports science
and biomedical science, business and law and film and media.

16 CAMPUS 2030 C-2024-06-09
16.1 The Chief Operating Officer and Academic Lead for the Campus 2030 project informed Council that:

a) The programme was now focused on two distinct elements, the reconfiguration of Walton Hall
and the possible expansion of the academic offer by creating a new ‘hyflex’ teaching and
innovation campus in MK Centre.

b) Finance Committee was recommending that the Strategic Outline Case (SOC) for Walton Hall
reconfiguration continued and that the Outline Business Case (OBC) for the city centre option
be completed and considered further on appointment of the new Vice-Chancellor.

c) Work would continue on options for the Walton Hall estate and would be presented to Council at
its meeting on 4 March 2025.

16.2 Council:
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a) Acknowledged that although there was a connection between the two the elements of the
project, the separation was sensible in the light of the University’s finances and current situation.

b) Agreed that the work on the SOC for Walton Hall should continue and that the final OBC for the
city centre option be completed to establish a clear picture of costs and benefits and support
any future bids for Government funding.

UNIVERSITY PEOPLE PLAN C-2026-06-10

Council noted the Plan and strongly supported its focus and priorities. The importance of training and
support for managers and leaders to deliver the key strategic priorities within it was emphasised.

STRATEGIC DISCUSSION SESSION: SUMMARY
The Chair summarised further action:

a) Details of the plan to implement growth and efficiencies would be presented to Council at its
additional meeting on 28 January 2025 and followed up at the meeting on 4 March 2025. This
work would address immediate issues but also look ahead to determining the future of the
University and how it could differentiate itself within the sector.

b) Reports from market research on student intentions and demands would be presented to the
meeting on 28 January 2025.

c) The importance of the courage, collaboration and agility which would be required to change
mindset and approach at the University required emphasis across the University.

The Interim Vice-Chancellor reflected that the current University Strategy, Learn and Live was
sufficiently broad to address the current challenges faced by the University so it was not the intention
to rewrite it at this point. The meetings in January and March 2025 would focus on priorities for the
University and its future direction. A message would be issued to all staff updating them on the
position and future work.

Council noted the summary.
2023/24 ANNUAL INSTITUTIONAL PERFORMANCE REPORT C-2024-06-11

Council noted the University’s overall performance for 2023/24. It was suggested that more nuanced
information would be required for future evaluation.

STRATEGIC RISK REGISTER C-2024-06-12
The Chair of Audit Committee explained that:

a) Audit Committee was recommending the Risk Register to Council for approval subject to further
consideration of risks 1 (Student Recruitment) and 2 (Student Retention and Experience) in the
light of earlier discussions.

b) The Committee had considered the intention to reduce the risk score for Risk 3 (Staff Capacity,
Capability and Wellbeing) to 12 by March 2025 to be too ambitious.

The Chief People Officer and University Secretary confirmed that these areas would be re-examined.
Council approved the Strategic Risk Register.

MID-TERM REVIEW OF THE EQUALITY SCHEME 2022-2024 C-2024-06-15
Council approved the revisions to the Equality Scheme 2022-2026.
ETHICAL INVESTMENT POLICY C-2024-06-28

The Chief Financial Officer explained that the University aimed to achieve a balance in its investments
and was guided by Government guidance and sanctions. The policy was a practical approach and
supported by robust experience and advice from expert Investment Committee members.

Council approved the Ethical Investment Policy.
PREVENT (COUNTERTERRORISM) DUTY ANNUAL REPORT 2023-24 C-2024-06-16
Council approved:
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a) Data Return for the period 1 August 2023 — 31 July 2024
b) Accountability Declaration
NATION REPORT: THE OPEN UNIVERSITY IN IRELAND C-2024-06-19

The Director, OU in Ireland reported that the last year had been strong for the OU in Ireland in terms
of student success, greater reach, partnerships and sustainability. In Northern Ireland, the University
retained its position as the number one university in Northern Ireland for student satisfaction for the
20th consecutive year. Within the Republic of Ireland, recruitment of students in secure environments
continued to increase with funding from the Irish Government’s Prison Service.

Council commended the achievements and thanked the staff across all teams for their hard work and
commitment.

Council noted the report.
INDEPENDENT REVIEW: IMPLEMENTATION UPDATE C-2024-06-17

Council noted the report of key actions taken since the report of the independent review conducted by
Dame Nicola Dandridge was published.

ANNUAL OFS COMPLIANCE MONITORING REPORT C-2024-06-18
The Director, University Secretary’s Office (USO):

a) Explained that the University’s own assessment was that no conditions of registration had been
breached, but there remained areas of risk, especially in relation to quality and standards.

b)  Drew attention to the OfS’s intention to develop outcome measures for students studying in
partnership arrangements. The University had a significant number of such arrangements, so
the introduction of these new measures presented risks in terms of cost, practicalities, and
appropriate measures.

Council questioned whether the burden of compliance was excessive for the University. The Director,
USO, confirmed that the work was considered extensive across the entire sector, though the OfS was
working to reduce the burden on institutions.

Council noted the report.
OU STUDENTS ASSOCIATION REPORT C-2024-06-20

The President, OU Students Association reported to Council on highlights from the Association’s
annual report including an increase in profile and the continuing growing uptake of individual
representation services for students involved in the complaints and appeals service. Student support
and wellbeing would be priority areas for the coming year. During 2024/25 the Association would
rebrand itself as OpenSU.

Council noted the report and commended the Association for its hard work on behalf of the
University’s students.

AUDIT COMMITTEE C-2024-06-21

Council noted the report of meetings held on 2 October 2024 and 6 November 2024.

FINANCE COMMITTEE C-2024-06-22

Council noted the report of meetings held on 16 July 2024 and 6 November 2024.

GOVERNANCE AND NOMINATIONS COMMITTEE C-2024-06-23

Council noted the report of correspondence meetings held between 15 and 19 July 2024, 3 and 13
September 2024 and 24 and 29 October 2024

STRATEGIC PLANNING AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE C-2024-06-24
Council noted the report of meeting held on 19 September 2024
REMUNERATION COMMITTEE ANNUAL REPORT C-2024-06-25

Council noted the annual report for 2024.
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33 SENATE C-2024-06-26
Council noted the report of meeting held on 9 October 2024.
34 FORWARD PLANNER C-2024-06-27

Council noted the list of items for future meetings of Council.

Future Meeting Dates

Tuesday 28 January 2025 at 10.00 to 13.00 via Teams

Tuesday 4 March 2025 - Nation Visit: Edinburgh (Arrival afternoon of 3 March 2025)
9.30 to 16.00 (timings to be confirmed)

Tuesday 13 May 2025 - 10.00 to 16.30 in Milton Keynes

Tuesday 8 July 2025 - 10.00 to 16.30 in Milton Keynes

Dave Hall, University Secretary

Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance
Email: sue.thomas@open.ac.uk

10 December 2024
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