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COUNCIL 

MINUTES 

This paper presents the confirmed minutes of the meeting of Council held on 8 July 2025 at 
10.00am 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 on18 November 2025. 

Present 
Malcolm Sweeting, Chair  
Robert McCracken, Treasurer  
Dave Phoenix, Vice-Chancellor 
Natalie Baker, President, Open SU  
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 * 
Kerry Anthony, external co-opted member 
Liz Bromley, external co-opted member  
Andrew Dickinson, external co-opted member  
Paul Kett, external co-opted member  
Jas Mann, external co-opted member  
Rashik Parmar, external co-opted member  
In Attendance 
Dave Hall, University Secretary  
Paul Traynor, Chief Financial Officer  
Josie Fraser, Deputy Vice-Chancellor  
Camilla Briault, Director, Governance, Compliance and Legal Services   
Laura Chambers, Head of Governance   
Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance  
Vikki Matthews, Group People Director  
Emma Stace, Chief Digital and Information Officer 
 
For minute 11:  
John Domingue, Professor, Knowledge Media Institute   
Chantine Bradstock, Senior Learning Adviser  
Michael Collins, Learning Adviser   
Begona Nunez-Herran, Director, Data & Student Analytics 
Jennifer Worthington, Head of Business Intelligence  
Andy Eagle-Weston, Head of Colleague Experience 
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Mark Durkin, Executive Dean, FBL*  
For specific items:  
Matt Griffin, Head of Space Planning & Design (Minute 12) 
Ralph Lachmann, Head of Estates (Minute 12) 
 
*participation via Microsoft Teams   
+Proxy Form received  
Apologies 
Nikki Humphrey, external co-opted member+ 
Paul Gray, external co-opted member+ 
Ceri Doyle, external co-opted member+ 
Tevin Tobun, external co-opted member 

1 WELCOME 
 The Chair: 

a) Welcomed Professor Dave Phoenix to his first meeting of Council as Vice-
Chancellor.  Council also welcomed Kerry Anthony, external co-opted member to her 
first meeting.   

b) Congratulated Sas Amoah who had been re-elected for a second term as academic 
related/support staff member of Council.   

c) Reported that external members participating in the meeting were not in a majority as 
required by the Standing Orders.  Proxy Voting Forms had however been received 
from those members absent to enable the meeting to be quorate.   

2 DECLARATIONS 
 Dave Phoenix, Deputy Chair, ARC Universities Group Expert Panel 
 Paul Kett, PWC and London South Bank University  
3 MINUTES  C-2025-03-M 
 Council approved the minutes of the meeting held on 13 May 2025 subject to the following 

amendment: 
 Minute 12.3 (b) to read (revision in italics):  
 Proposed that Council approve the Policy subject to clarity on the operationalisation of the 

Policy, review after two years and that approval of minor revisions be delegated to the 
University Secretary.    

4 MATTERS ARISING  C-2025-04-01 
 Council noted the report.    
5 CHAIR’S UPDATE C-2025-04-02 
5.1 The Chair : 

a) Commented that the paper summarised the recent report presented to the Scottish 
Funding Council by Professor Pamela Gillies following her investigation into financial 
oversight and decision making at the University of Dundee.  Council would have the 
opportinuty to reflect on the report and discuss any potential implications for the 
University at a future meeting. 

b) Reflected that although the Open University’s governance structure and processes 
were complex, committees worked very diligently, and management were always 
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willing to share information openly.  Council was strong and conscientious in its 
approach and worked collaboratively with the Vice-Chancellor’s Executive and Senate.    

5.2 Council considered that:  
a) Some issues at the University of Dundee appeared to relate to personalities and 

behaviours.  In situations such as these, Council/Board members needed to have 
clarity and confidence in governance structures to challenge.   

b) The importance of governing bodies being able and willing to challenge management 
decisions gave Councils and Boards much greater responsibility.   

5.3 The Vice-Chancellor: 
a) Reiterated the openness of the University’s approach to availability of information.   
b) Reminded Council that the Office for Students (OfS) was monitoring the financial 

positions of providers in the HE sector.   
5.4 Council noted the report.   
6 VICE-CHANCELLOR’S REGULAR REPORT C-2025-04-03 
6.1 The Vice-Chancellor reflected that during his first week he had experienced very supportive 

and positive engagement and a strong sense of pride and ambition for the University amongst 
staff.   

6.2 The University Secretary updated Council on a cybersecurity incident on the OpenLearn 
website that had occurred the previous week.  The Information Security Team had acted 
swiftly, and the situation had been stabilised and was being monitored carefully.   

6.3 Council:  
a) Requested that the Chair of Audit Committee should be informed of significant 

cyberattacks such as the recent one.  The University Secretary acknowledged this had 
not occurred and agreed to consider producing a communication policy for such 
incidents.   

b) Sought clarification on the work undertaken by the Tuition Workforce Management 
Programme on potential redundancies measures for associate lecturers (ALs).  There 
was concern that was having an impact on tuition planning by staff tutors.   

6.4 The Deputy Vice-Chancellor and Chief People Officer informed Council that in the light of 
decreases in student numbers, some areas had excess AL capacity.  Voluntary severance 
schemes had been launched but it had also been necessary to devise a process to identify a 
pool of ALs potentially at risk of redundancy.  This had been complex as some ALs taught 
across different faculties and modules, however the work had now been completed and 
Strategic Resources and Planning Committee (SPRC) would be considering reports 
imminently.   

6.5 Council noted the report.   
7 2026/27 UNDERGRADUATE FEES C-2025-04-04 
7.1 The University Secretary informed Council that SPRC had considered the proposals for fee 

increases at its meeting on 19 June 2025.  There had been a detailed discussion on the need 
to increase fees and the potential impacts of such action.  SPRC had, reluctantly, agreed to 
recommend the proposed increases to Council for approval.     

7.2 Council: 
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a) Acknowledged that increasing fees was a very difficult decision and could have serious 
consequences for new and continuing students.  The University was facing far greater 
competition now, so it was essential that students received value for money for their 
fees and a high-quality student experience.   

b) Enquired whether there was evidence of correlation between increases in fees and 
decline in student numbers.   

c) Asked whether a smaller fee increase had been considered.   
d) Sought clarification of measures put in place to mitigate against the risks associated 

with the proposed fee increase.  
e) Highlighted the importance of sensitive messaging to students about the fee increase 

with appropriate explanations.   
7.3 The University Secretary: 

a) Assured Council that cost savings had been achieved through efficiencies and 
students were benefiting from improved value for money.  Some benefits could take 
time to realise, but investment was being directed to areas such as greater use of 
artificial intelligence (AI), improved personalisation of services and self-services for 
students.   

b) Confirmed that market research showed that the HE sector was price inelastic.   
c) Emphasised that the University needed to increase its income.  Systems were very 

bureaucratic, and student fees should not be used to support such inefficiencies.  
Improvements like developing AI would help support students and maintain a high-
quality student experience.   

7.4 Council approved the following fee increases for 2026-27: 
a)  5% fee increase for England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Republic of Ireland  
b)  9.5% fee increase in Wales  
c)  8% fee increase for international (Europe and Rest of World).  

8 MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTS 2024/25 FORECAST OUTTURN  C-2025-04-05 
8.1 The Chief Financial Officer reported that an operating deficit of £0.3m was forecast for the 

2024-25 year.  This was mainly due to favourable variances in funding body grants and other 
income and general non-staff expenditure.   

8.2 Council: 
a) Acknowledged the significant efforts made across the University to realise reductions 

and savings.   
b) Reflected that it would be a very significant achievement if the University could break 

even or produce a small operating surplus by the end of the financial year.   
c) Sought greater clarity on the components of costs associated with strategic change.  

The Chief Financial Officer explained that the following paper (C-2025-04-06) provided 
further information.  Finance Committee had also discussed the costs and benefits of 
spending on technology. 

8.3 Council noted the report.   
9 2025/26 BUDGET AND FINANCIAL FORECAST TO 2028/29 C-2025-04-06 
9.1 The Chief Financial Officer and Treasurer explained that: 
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a) On the recommendation of Finance Committee, Council was being asked to approve 
the budget for 2025/26.  Finance Committee had given the proposed budget very 
detailed scrutiny over two meetings and had taken many factors into account as the 
context for the budget including Government funding, fees increases, staff costs, 
inflation and strategic spending.   

b) The budget proposed a modest operating surplus of £3.5m against the context of 
cautious and realistic projections for student numbers in October 2025 (25J) and a 
stabilising approach overall. 

c) The key risks identified with the budget were set out in the paper and included not 
achieving student number targets or savings.   

9.2 Council:  
a) Sought clarification of the additional savings of £5.3m listed but not fully identified.   
b) Reflected that the budget was strongly based on forecasting student numbers which 

could vary so asked how the University could reach a position of not always having to 
catch up during the rest of the year.  A more flexible model for the future could permit 
adjustments as the year progressed.   

c) Commented that the University had many competitors now and it was essential to 
identify how it could thrive and reclaim its position as a leading innovator offering value 
and high-quality education to students.   

9.3 The Chief Financial Officer acknowledged that it was challenging to predict the student 
market and the prudent approach being proposed was intended to minimise the necessity to 
catch up during the year.   

9.4 Council approved, on recommendation of Finance Committee, the budget for 2025/26.   
10 STUDENT-NUMBER FORECAST AND MARKETING STRATEGY: 2025/26     C-2025-06-07 

UPDATE  
10.1 The Director of Strategy, Marketing and Communications reported that: 

a) The University was operating in a challenging market with part-time undergraduate 
numbers declining and the OU’s position within that overall market shrinking since 
2021.   

b) Forecasting had been improved drawing on DataHE modelling and at this point new 
undergraduate registration were ahead of the same point last year, however it was too 
soon to accurately forecast if targets would be met.   

c) Enrolment processes had been simplified and the search engine on the University 
website had been improved with the intention of improving conversion of enquirers to 
registration.   

10.2 Council: 
a) Queried whether there was confidence that the University could maintain its market 

share in the face of an increasingly competitive landscape with other institutions 
moving to accept students with lower prior qualifications, who traditionally looked to the 
OU to study.       

b) Asked if student behaviour differed by subjects or area.   
c) Suggested that a lack of postgraduate offer could affect undergraduate recruitment in 

some subjects, such as psychology where further study might be necessary for career 
development, and this needed further investigation.   



 INTERNAL USE ONLY  
C-2025-04-M (JUL) 

CONFIRMED 

Page 6 of 9 
 

10.3 The Director of Strategy, Marketing and Communications and Vice-Chancellor explained that: 
a) Student numbers were considered in a wide context.  Since the 2020 pandemic, many 

more competitors had entered the market space but there was currently no single 
provider that was standing out.   

b) There were initiatives emerging from Growth and Working Smarter to offer new, 
innovative curriculum and attract younger students.  DataHE would be also examining 
postgraduate recruitment.   

c) Students were not homogenous in their behaviour and the University adopted different 
approaches to recruitment.  Investment had been increased in specific “drive” and 
“hero” products with the aim of increasing market share.   AI tools were also being 
introduced to develop targeted student communications.  

10.4 Council noted the report.   
11 ACADEMIC GROWTH PRIORITIES: GROWTH AND WORKING SMARTER DELIVERY 

UPDATE C-2025-04-08 
11.1 The Vice-Chancellor informed Council that work was starting on planning for a new strategy 

for the University.  The initial phase should be completed by the end of the year.   
11.2 The Deputy Vice-Chancellor explained that the academic growth priorities needed to be 

closely integrated within the University’s wider organisational context.   She introduced 
colleagues who explained the initiatives on which they were working and the intended 
benefits.  These initiatives included the embedding of AI Digital Assistants (AIDA) into student 
home web pages, the development of the AskOU and student progress tools, and a tool to 
assess the accessibility of learning material more efficiently.  

11.3 Council: 
a) Thanked the Team for their informative and inspiring presentations and commended 

the work completed so far.   
b) Emphasised the importance of changes in culture and leadership to implement the 

initiatives proposed.  It would also be important for Council to receive succinct 
information to understand how the initiatives would contribute to delivering more 
students and reducing costs.   

c) Commented that initiatives needed to enable the University to operate in a faster and 
more agile way.  Cultural changes would take time to implement and become 
embedded.   

11.4 Council noted the report and presentations.   
12 WALTON HALL CAMPUS C-2025-04-09 
12.1 The Chair explained that : 

a) Finance Committee had recommended approval of the Transitional (Adaptive) plan as 
the preferred option.  It was important now for the University now to proceed with the 
plan and realise the benefits.  The plan would be subject to regular review.   

b) The report from Carter Jonas consultants made reference to the establishment of a 
campus in central Milton Keynes for hybrid-flexible learning students.  This was not 
being pursued at present.   

12.2 Council: 
a) Supported the Adaptive Campus option.   
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b) Commented that income from sales of land was included in the plan; however, there 
was no guarantee this would be realised.   

c) Considered that the plans for the campus should align with the University Strategy and 
this included consideration of future ways of working. 

12.3 Council approved the Transitional (Adaptive) plan for the Walton Hall campus.   
13 OPEN SU REPORT C-2025-04-10 
13.1  The President, Open SU, reported to Council on the rebranding of the organisation and 

recent elections.   
13.2 Council noted the report.   
14 INDEPENDENT POST TRIBUNAL REVIEW: IMPLEMENTATION UPDATE C-2025-04-11 
14.1 The Chief People Officer informed Council that significant work was in progress to implement 

the recommendations of the Review. This included publication of the revised Events Policy, 
launch of new webpages which included the Code of Practice for Freedom of Speech and 
Academic Freedom and introduction of a policy on personal pronouns.     

14.2 Council  
a) Acknowledged the responses being developed and the clearer Action Plan.   
b) Suggested that the public target in the success measures for staff understanding 

behavioural expectations be reconsidered as it was felt to be too low.  
14.3 Council noted the report.  
15 GOVERNANCE REVIEW UPDATE C-2025-04-12 
15.1 The University Secretary explained that: 

a) As requested at the last meeting the paper provided further detail on the terms of 
reference of the review of governance and the composition of the Working Group set 
up to oversee the review.  Regular progress reports would be presented to 
Governance and Nominations Committee.   

b) The membership ensured that academic, governance and financial expertise was 
represented.  External advisers, Penningtons Manches Cooper, would provide legal 
advice and Chris Saul, of Christopher Saul Associates, would provide knowledge and 
expertise of conducting corporate governance effective reviews and advice and 
guidance on best practice for organisational governance arrangements.  John 
Rushforth, who was currently conducting the OU’s external review of Council 
effectiveness, would also be retained as an external consultant to provide higher 
education governance expertise. 

c) The Chief People Officer would lead the review of those governance arrangements 
relating to employment matters (currently set out in Statute 21) via a separate 
subgroup which would report to the Working Group. 

15.2 The Vice-Chancellor emphasised the importance of transparency, accountability and clarity in 
the review to enable it to succeed.   

15.3 Council noted the report.  
16 ANNUAL REPORT ON THE OPEN UNIVERSITY’S COMPLIANCE WITH THE OFFICE FOR 

STUDENTS’ REGULATORY REQUIREMENTS C-2025-04-13 
16.1 The Director, Governance, Compliance and Legal Services and Deputy Vice-Chancellor 

informed Council that: 
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a) 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) In relation to condition B4, the University had comprehensive measures in place to 
detect assessment misconduct such as the use of GenAI and also on the use of 
identity checks.  These were issues across the entire HE sector but it was 
acknowledged to be an enhanced reputational risk for the University.   Further work 
was underway in this area. 

16.2 Council noted the report.   
17 STAFF MONITORING REPORT C-2025-04-14 
 This report was deferred to the next meeting.   
18 REVIEW OF FINANCIAL REGULATIONS C-2025-04-15 
 Council approved the revisions to the Financial Regulations. 
19 ANNUAL EFFECTIVENESS REVIEW 2024/25 C-2025-04-16 
 Council: 

a) Noted the mapping of business against the terms of reference for the period 1 August  
2024 until 31 July 2025 and review of membership and attendance. 

 b)  Approved the corporate governance statement. 
20 FINANCE COMMITTEE   C-2025-04-17  
 Council noted the report of the meetings of Finance Committee held on 7 May and 26 June 

2025. 
21 AUDIT COMMITTEE   C-2025-04-18  
 Council noted the report of the meeting of Audit Committee held on 10 June 2025. 
22 GOVERNANCE AND NOMINATIONS COMMITTEE   C-2025-04-19  
 Council: 

a) Approved the reappointment of Andrew Dickinson as Chair of Audit Committee and 
Council member for a further term, from 1 August 2025, on the understanding that he 
would stand down before the end of that term on a date yet to be determined.  

b) Noted the report.   
23 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE   C-2025-04-20 
 Council noted the report of the meeting of Strategic Planning and Resources Committee held 

on 19 June 2025. 
24 SENATE C-2025-04-21 
 Council noted the report of the meeting of Senate held on 18 June 2025.   
25 REMUNERATION COMMITTEE   C-2025-04-22 
 Council noted the report of the meeting of Remuneration Committee held on 23 June 2025.   
26 THANK YOU  
On behalf of Council, the Chair recorded its thanks to Professor Eileen Scanlon and Paul Kett who 

were stepping down, for their valuable contributions to the work of Council.   
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Future Meeting Dates 
Tuesday 23 September 2025 (Development Day)    
Tuesday 18 November 2025   
Tuesday 3 March 2026 (Nation Visit – Cardiff tbc)    
Tuesday 12 May 2026   Tuesday 7 July 2025    
Timings: 10am to 4.00pm approximately 

 
Dave Hall, University Secretary    
Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance  
29 August 2025 
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