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The Open

University COUNCIL

MINUTES

This paper presents the confirmed minutes of the last meeting of Council held on
3 and 4 March 2025 at the offices of the Open University in Scotland, Jennie Lee House,
9-11 Drumsheugh Gardens, Edinburgh EH3 7QJ.

Action Required

Council approved these minutes as a correct record at its meeting held on 13 May 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
Ceri Doyle, 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
Liz Bromley, external co-opted member
Tevin Tobun, external co-opted member*

In Attendance

Dave Hall, University Secretary

Paul Traynor, Chief Financial Officer

lan Pickup, Deputy Vice-Chancellor

Camilla Briault, Director, University Secretary’s Office
Laura Chambers, Head of Governance

Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance

For specific items

Vikki Matthews, Group People Director (Minutes 7 and 8)*

Kevin Shakesheff, Pro-Vice-Chancellor, Research and Innovation (Minutes 9, 17 and 18)
Marchella Ward, Lecturer in FASS, member of the Islamophobia Working Group (Minute 10)*
Emma Stace, Chief Digital and Information Officer (Minute 12 onwards)
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lan Fribbance, Academic Lead, Campus 2030 (Minutes 17 and 18)*

Stephen Talboys, Chief Operating Officer Campus 2030 (Minutes 17 and 18)*
Dorian Holloway, Director of Estates (Minutes 17 and 18)*

Don DeBellis, Senior Finance Business Partner (Minutes 17 and 18)*
*participation via Teams

Apologies

None received

2.2

2.3

Paul

4.1

4.2

WELCOME

The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting, in particular Liz Bromley who was attending
her first meeting of Council.

NATION REPORT: SCOTLAND C-2025-02-01

The Director and Depute Director, Strategy, Planning and Resources, of the OU in Scotland
(OUiS) welcomed Council to Edinburgh and reported that:

a) Despite significant challenges in the higher education sector, the University’s unique
strengths of resilience, adaptability, and commitment to its mission had led to significant
progress and achievements throughout 2024.

b) Achievements included the introduction of new initiatives to support successful student
outcomes, stronger collaborations with employers, local authorities, and community
groups, and upskilling opportunities through a new partnership with CodeBase Techscaler.

c) Relocation to the new offices would take place before the end of 2025.
Council:

a) Commended the achievements and thanked the staff across all teams for their hard work
and commitment.

b) Noted that Susan Stewart, Director, OU in Scotland would be leaving the University in April
2025 and thanked her for her contributions and wished her well for the future.

Council noted the report.

DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

Kett, PWC.

MINUTES C-2024-06-M, C-2024-07-M, C-2024-08-M

Council approved the minutes of the meetings held on 19 November 2024 and the
correspondence meetings held between 26 to 29 November and 12 to 16 December 2024.

Minutes of the meeting held on 28 January 2025 would be presented to the next meeting for
confirmation.

MATTERS ARISING C-2025-02-02
Council noted the report of matters arising.

CHAIR’S REPORT

The Chair reported that:

a) He had joined the Taskforce on Efficiency and Transformation in Higher Education
established by Universities UK (UUK), which was examining ways universities could
collaborate and deliver transformation and cost savings through new ways of working.
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This work would culminate in a Transformation and Efficiency Summit on 1 May 2025
exploring how universities could transform to survive with a financially sustainable future.

b) At times of significant change and financial pressure, the role of Governing Bodies was
critical, and they would assume additional responsibilities and oversight with difficult
decisions to consider. It would be important for Council’s deliberations to be carefully
recorded to demonstrate the thoroughness and rigour with which it approached its duties.
Finance Committee was maintaining careful scrutiny of the University’s cashflow
position.

6.2 Council noted that:

7.2

7.3

8.1

8.2

8.3

a) The Office for Students (OfS) had commissioned reviews of several institutions’ finances.
When considering collaboration with other institutions, it would be important for institutions
to consider their own differentiation in the sector and emphasise their individual strengths.

b) Information had been tabled which summarised the various restructuring and redundancy
schemes in place across 90 institutions in response to the sector’s current financial
challenges.

c) The Education Secretary had named Professor Edward William Peck CBE as the preferred
candidate for the next Chair of the OfS. Professor Peck had previously served on the
Independent Advisory Panel for Post-18 Education and Funding (the Augar Review) and
was currently Vice Chancellor of Nottingham Trent University.

2024 GENDER, ETHNICITY AND DISABILITY PAY GAP REPORTING C-2025-02-03
Council:

a) Commended the progress made and asked what actions were being taken to address
disparities in the Disability Pay Gap (DPG) and Disability Bonus Gap (DBG).

b) Suggested that the 2025/2026 Gender and Ethnicity Pay Gap Action Plan required clearer
targets towards which units could aspire.

The Chief People Officer informed Council that:

a) The numbers of staff disclosing a disability had grown but greater disclosure would help to
provide more robust data and more defined actions.

b) The University People Plan included several measures to develop and drive consistent,
inclusive recruitment practice and processes across the University.

Council noted the report.
INDEPENDENT POST TRIBUNAL REVIEW: IMPLEMENTATION UPDATE C-2025-02-04

The Chief People Officer informed Council that extensive work was underway to oversee and
monitor actions to implement the recommendations of the independent review through a
phased approach.

Council:

a) Supported the pragmatic approach being taken but sought assurance that the University
had the capacity to cope with the additional work required.

b) Sought clarity on the use of preferred personal pronouns at the University.
The Chief People Officer and University Secretary:

a) Reported that external advice had been sought to assist in determining areas of key focus
and maximum impact.
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b) Confirmed that use of preferred personal pronouns was currently left to individuals’
discretion and if a stated preference was not used by other colleagues, then this would be
a matter for line managers to resolve. The Pro-Vice-Chancellor, Equity, Diversity and
Inclusion (PVC-EDI) was currently examining this issue.

c) Explained that the work commissioned from Advance HE was designed to help staff and
students interpret the Code of Practice for Freedom of Speech and Academic Freedom in
a range of contexts including early interventions, the status of research students, and the
need to distinguish between personal and professional views.

8.4 Council noted the report.
9 ANNUAL RESEARCH INTEGRITY STATEMENT C-2025-02-06

9.1 The Pro-Vice-Chancellor, Research and Innovation (PVC R&l) explained that the statement
aimed to embed a strong, supportive research environment promoting good practice and
integrity.

9.2 Council:
a) Commended the Statement and its aims and objectives.
b) Approved The Open University’s Annual Research Integrity Statement.

10 ADOPTION OF THE ALL-PARTY PARLIAMENTARY GROUP (APPG) WORKING
DEFINITION OF ISLAMOPHOBIA C-2025-02-07

10.1 The University Secretary and Interim Vice-Chancellor informed Council that:

a) A wide ranging and supportive discussion had taken place at the meeting of Senate on 29
January 2025.

b) Adoption of the definition would not result in any changes to the University’s anti-racism
policies or statements but would provide clarity, context and examples.

10.2 Council approved the adoption of the APPG’s Working Definition of Islamophobia.

Post Meeting Note: The incomplete information presented in the risk assessment table in paper C-
2025-02-07 was revised.

11 COUNCIL AND COMMITTEE APPOINTMENTS C-2025-02-08

Council approved, on the recommendation of Governance and Nominations Committee, the
appointments of:

a) Kerry Anthony as an external co-opted member of Council, with immediate effect, to 31
July 2028.

b) Katie Roberts as an external co-opted member of Investment Committee, from 1 May
2025, for a period of 4 years.

12 OU STUDENTS ASSOCIATION REPORT C-2025-02-05

12.1 The President, OU Students Association updated Council on the Student Leadership Team’s
Priority Projects and progress on Conference resolutions.

12.2 Council noted the report from the OU Students Association.
13 COLLABORATIONS IN THE HE SECTOR
13.1 Council:

a) Considered that the University would need to consider potential opportunities for
collaboration with other higher education institutions to offer new or modified courses. The
University would need to be open to offers of collaboration but also take the lead in
targeted areas.

Page 4 of 10



INTERNAL USE ONLY
C-2025-02-M (MAR) (CONFIRMED)

b) Reflected that collaborations could pose challenges due to different ways of working and
cultures and could be costly, but they could prove significant in the current difficult HE
environment.

c) Expressed concern that it could take the failure of an institution to be the catalyst for major
change in the sector and enquired what support the University could offer if another
institution ceased operating.

d) Asked whether there would be opportunities for the University to sell curriculum to other
providers.

e) Considered that the University’s system of credit transfer could be significant in attracting
students though it required efficiencies.

13.2 The Interim Vice-Chancellor commented that:

a) Opportunities for collaboration had to benefit all participants and finding the best options to
consider would be vital. It was likely such developments would occur on a piecemeal basis
across the sector due to its diversity and range of expertise. The University already had
several collaborative arrangements in place, especially in STEM subjects.

b) Liaison with employers on future curriculum would be vital to ensure it was relevant and
empowering for students.

c) Work was underway to examine how the University could be prepared to act in a safety net
capacity to assist students who found their institutions closing.

d) There were examples in the sector of curriculum being offered to other institutions via
franchising arrangements. The University provided the Arab OU with curriculum and
oversaw quality assurance, and this was considered a low-risk arrangement.

13.3 The Chair reiterated that in future there was likely to be more focus on governance within the
sector and it was Council’s responsibility to adopt best practice in its deliberations, focusing
its attention on key strategic issues such as financial sustainability.

14 MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTS 2024/25 FORECAST OUTTURN C-2025-02-10
14.1 The Chief Financial Officer reported that:

a) The Finance Committee had taken a very thorough and robust approach to its scrutiny of
the University’s finances.

b) Activities were focused on managing the current financial year, the medium term (looking
ahead to 2025/26 and 2026/27), and the longer term linked to the Growth and Working
Smarter (GWS) initiative from 2027 onwards.

c) The current forecast for 2024/25 was an operating deficit of £10m due primarily to
reduction in fee income from the downturn in student numbers and the increase in
employers’ National Insurance contributions. The intention was to work to reduce this
further to £8m. Units had been asked to monitor expenditure very closely, particularly
strategic expenditure, whilst ensuring that the student experience was prioritised.

d) In the medium term, targeted cost reduction activity to mitigate the impact of forecasts of
falling student numbers in the next two financial years (2025/26 and 2026/27) was
necessary. This would require additional savings targets of 3% per annum to be delivered
recurrently during this period.

e) Council would consider financial forecasts at its meeting in July 2025; however, a draft would
be brought to the next meeting in May 2025 for initial scrutiny. Information on the position
in relation to cash and reserves over the last five years would also be made available to
provide additional context.
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Action: Chief Financial Officer

f) The narrative underpinning the financial position was important to provide context,
including a recognition that the peaks of growth experienced during the Covid pandemic
had proved unsustainable.

g) Achieving the additional £100m of savings required would not be delivered entirely from
cost savings. It was hoped that strategic responses and stabilisation of the student
population would also be instrumental in achieving this position.

14.2 The Treasurer explained that the work to achieve £95.7m return to surplus target by 2026/27
had progressed with the introduction of voluntary severance schemes and process changes.
However, meeting the additional savings target required would be very challenging, and
requested that Council had sight of the detail of how the VCE would approach this challenge.

14.3 The Chair of Audit Committee commented that the scale of savings required and planned
return to surplus presented risks in relation to cash reserves. It would be important to return
to an operating surplus but also build reserves.

14.4 Council:
a) Requested further clarity around financial forecasting for the GWS plans.

b) Emphasised the impact that the financial situation would have on staff and the importance
of clear messaging on plans and targets as well as the future of the University.

c) Reiterated the importance of prioritising the student experience and ensuring cost cutting
measures did not have a serious adverse impact on it.

d) Reflected that the University was in a better financial position that many other institutions.
Work needed to focus on improving flexibility for students and offering more programmes
to enable study at full-time intensity.

14.5 The Chief Financial Officer and Interim Vice-Chancellor:

a) Assured Council that work in relation to estimated costings for GWS was in progress. The
GWS initiative provided the vision for the University to become more efficient and units
would be supported to avoid detriment to the student experience and staff morale.

b) Acknowledged that the context of the University’s position was difficult. Staff numbers had
increased and were higher than in 2019 when student numbers were at similar levels. It
was necessary to apply some “salami slicing” type measures but longer term strategic and
efficiency measures were essential, including increased collaboration across units to
reduce duplication and improve efficiency.

c) Reported that student outcomes were being tracked very closely to monitor the impact on
student engagement, assignments submissions and withdrawals.

14.6 Council noted the report.
15 CHANCELLOR OF THE UNIVERSITY

15.1 The Director, University Secretary’s Office, informed Council of the process for appointing the
Chancellor of the University.

15.2 Council noted the report.
16 BUSINESS UPDATE C-2025-02-11

16.1 The University Secretary tabled data provided by DataHE which was referred to in paper C-
2025-02-13 and also related to the GWS plans and clarified:

a) The part-time market (namely part-time study and distance learning) was changing and
forecasts showed 90% fewer students wanting to study at part-time intensity (i.e.
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completing an undergraduate degree in six years) in England. This projected shift in study
intensity in the part-time market would provide an important connection to work in the GWS
plans.

b) The data also showed that an increase was forecast in part-time students wanting to study
at full-time intensity (i.e. completing an undergraduate degree in three years). This would
be an area of potential growth for the University and work was ongoing to increase full-time
intensity pathways through more qualifications.

c) The University was now increasingly exposed to competition in hybrid and distance
learning courses, as well as an increasing number of mature students choosing full-time,
face to face study. Data recently published by HESA showed that more HEIs were offering
these types of courses, impacting upon the University’s overall market share.

16.2 Council:

a) Commented that the graphs presenting the data were not easy to interpret and it would be
helpful to have clearer data in future presentations.

b) Asked if any competitor analysis and information on student choices were available.

16.3 The University Secretary informed Council that research had been commissioned on student
choices which showed that the main reason for choosing other institutions was the curriculum
offered. Many lower tariff universities offered specialist subjects and increased flexibility with
timetables enabling students to work part-time whilst studying.

16.4 The Interim Vice-Chancellor introduced the summary of issues and policy areas which it was
thought would be useful for Council and the incoming Vice-Chancellor to receive.

16.5 Council:

a) Commended the significant upturn in visits to the OpenlLearn webpages and hoped that
this could lead to undergraduate student registrations. It was also suggested that the
review of revenue generation opportunities needed to consider the speed at which
potential opportunities identified were transformed into business actions.

b) Suggested certificates could be provided for a fee for completion of Open Learn content.
16.6 The Interim Vice-Chancellor explained that:

a) Badging was already offered for completion of content. This was low cost and did not
require assessment or extensive quality assurance processes.

b) Further information was awaited on the eligibility of modules for the new Lifelong Learning
Entitlement (LLE). Work was focussed on improving technical systems and credit transfer
processes to support the new finance system.

c) Student progress had shown improvements, though performance against the OfS metrics
remained challenging. Work was underway to look at innovative methods of assessment.

16.7 Council noted the report.
17 OUTLINE BUSINESS CASE FOR MK CITY CENTRE HYFLEX TEACHING CAMPUS
C-2025-02-13

17.1 The Chair reflected that although a Milton Keynes campus with 6,000 students studying via a
flexible teaching model could potentially generate strong financial returns, Finance Committee
had considered the financial risks and scale of investment required to be very high and not
viable to proceed without substantial external investment. The University needed to be
realistic in its approach and ambitions towards the project, and the current financial situation
of the HE sector meant that investment from other institutions was not likely to be a realistic
option.
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17.2 Council:

a) Queried why Council was not being asked to make a decision to halt the project at this
point now rather than wait until later in the year.

b) Supported the proposals for a Civic University Agreement and considered it to be a
positive initiative for the future. However, the University’s role and relationships with other
partners would need to be clearly specified in any agreement.

c) Emphasised the importance of clear communications both internally and externally in
relation to the project and the University’s current priorities.

17.3 The Chair and PVC Research and Innovation:

a) Explained that the project would be paused and a decision on the way forward on the
project would be taken once the new Vice-Chancellor was in post. In the meantime the
name “Campus 2030” would be retired.

b) Recorded Council’s thanks to Stephen Talboys, Chief Operating Officer, Campus 2030
who would be leaving the University in May 2025 for his work on the project.

17.4 Council approved the ongoing development of partnerships with the City Council, public
funders and other potential partners, including the development of a University Civic
Agreement.

18 STRATEGIC OUTLINE CASE FOR WALTON HALL REDEVELOPMENT C-2025-02-14

18.1 The Chief Financial Officer explained that significant work had been carried out since the last
meeting of Council and the paper set out a clear direction of travel.

18.2 The Chair reported that external members of the Estates Advisory Group had expressed
concerns that the proposals were too focused on buildings and infrastructure and a clearer
strategic vision was needed to support decisions in relation to the estate.

18.3 Council commented that:
a) The Adaptive option had significant merit, but further evidence was required to support it.

b) A range of strategic issues required clarification before decisions could be taken on the
Walton Hall estate. The proposals in the paper focused on management of assets rather
than a strategy for the estate. There needed to be greater cohesion between the work
within the GWS plans, the University’s assets and the working environment.

c) The financial model for the proposed Adaptive model showed a very wide range of
potential income from commercial opportunities.

d) The ambitions to achieve sustainability objectives remained unclear. The proposals
referred to provision of car parks which appeared to be at variance to achievement of Net
Zero principles, and installation of heat pumps would be a lengthy and expensive project.

18.4 The Chief Financial Officer:

a) Reflected that the University needed to make decisions on its estate. The Adaptive option
proposing reorganisation of campus buildings, alongside the development of commercial
opportunities to generate income, was the recommended option.

b) Acknowledged that further work was needed to demonstrate how this option would meet the
University’s long-term needs and sustainability targets, including alignment with the
University’s Carbon Reduction Implementation Strategy and a deeper exploration of
commercial opportunities. This work would be brought back to Council for further
consideration.

Action: Chief Financial Officer
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18.5 Council noted the report.
19 GROWTH AND WORKING SMARTER (GWS) UPDATE C-2025-02-12
19.1 The Chief and Digital Information Officer and Interim Vice-Chancellor explained that:

a) The GWS team had taken a holistic approach to this work throughout the organisation to
define an aligned and integrated approach to achieve future growth. There had been
extensive engagement with sessions organised for Senate and academic leaders.

b) The sprint team would remain in place, but leaders had been appointed to each of the
three priority areas who would work horizontally across the organisation to ensure
improved focus, alignment and prioritisation.

c) Four “first mover” delivery areas had been identified: improving credit transfer processes,
scoping flexibility in pace of study, expediting curriculum decisions, and defining the
essential student experience.

d) The draft integrated operational plan would be shared with the Chair and Committee
Chairs in late March and presented to Council at its next meeting.

e) The GWS team was enthusiastic in bringing about change, and staff had appreciated the
iterative nature of this initiative and the opportunities to engage. It was, however,
acknowledged that it was a complex and challenging time for the University, and it would
be essential for all staff to work in different ways with a stronger focus on action and pace.

19.2 Council:

a) Welcomed the approach and asked how leaders would be supported and empowered to
bring about the changes required. It would also be important to ensure expectations were
clear on adapting to change and performance management.

b) Commented that many aspects of GWS were similar to elements of the Student Services
Portfolio programme and sought clarity on the differentiation.

19.3 The Chief and Digital Information Officer and Interim Vice-Chancellor:

a) Assured Council that the newly launched People Plan included support for leaders and
clearer guidance on performance management.

b) Acknowledged that there was overlap with the Student Services Portfolio work but the
GWS work was much broader, covering teaching, learning and curriculum development.
Further clarification could be provided on this in the action plans.

19.4 The Chair reflected that the discussion had identified that a clear strategy was emerging, and
welcomed the plans being brought forward for discussion at the next meeting on 13 May

2025.

19.5 Council noted the report.

20 AUDIT COMMITTEE C-2025-02-15
Council noted the report of the meeting held on 11 February 2025.

21 FINANCE COMMITTEE C-2025-02-16
Council noted the report of the meeting held on 21 January 2025.

22 GOVERNANCE AND NOMINATIONS COMMITTEE C-2025-02-17
Council noted the report of the meeting held on 15 January 2025.

23 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE C-2025-02-18

Council noted the report of the meeting held on 30 January 2025.
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SENATE C-2025-02-19
Council noted the report of the meeting held on 29 January 2025.
REMUNERATION COMMITTEE C-2025-02-20

Council noted the report of the meetings held via correspondence in December 2024 and
February 2025.

HEALTH AND SAFETY COMMITTEE ANNUAL REPORT C-2025-02-21
Council noted the annual report.
FUTURE ITEMS C-2025-02-22

Council noted the report.

Future Meeting Dates

Tuesday 13 May 2025

Tuesday 8 July 2025

Tuesday 23 September 2025 (Development Day)
Tuesday 18 November 2025

Tuesday 3 March 2026 (Nation Visit — tbc)
Tuesday 12 May 2026

Tuesday 7 July 2025

Timings: 10am to 4.30pm approximately

Dave Hall, University Secretary
Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance
21 March 2025
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