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COUNCIL 

MINUTES 

This paper presents the confirmed minutes of the last meeting of Council held on 18 November 
2025 at 10.00am in Library Seminar Room 4, The Open University, Walton Hall, Milton Keynes 
MK4 7AA  
Action Required 
Council approved these minutes as a correct record at its meeting on 2 and 3 March 2026. 
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   
Magnus Ramage, 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    
Jas Mann, external co-opted member   
Rashik Parmar, external co-opted member 
Ceri Doyle, external co-opted member* 
Tevin Tobun, external co-opted member * 
*participation via Microsoft Teams    
+Proxy Form received   
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    
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Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance   
For specific items:   
Minute 13: Victoria Hands, Sustainability Director; Klaus-Dieter Rossade, Executive Dean WELS  
Minute 14: John D’Arcy, Director, OU in Ireland* 
Minute 21: Al Laville, PVC Equity, Diversity and Inclusion* 
Apologies 
Nikki Humphrey, external co-opted member+  
Paul Gray, external co-opted member+  
Andrew Dickinson, external co-opted member + 

1 WELCOME 
 The Chair welcomed members to the meeting.  In accordance with Ordinance XIX, Proxy 

Votes had been received from three external co-opted members unable to attend the 
meeting and the meeting was confirmed as quorate.    

2 COUNCIL STATEMENT OF PRIMARY RESPONSIBILITIES, CODE OF CONDUCT AND 
CONFLICT OF INTEREST POLICY C-2025-07-01 

 The Council noted:  
a) Council’s Statement of Primary Responsibilities and section 7 of the Standing Orders, 

Declarations of Interest. 
b) The University’s Code of Conduct and Conflict of Interest Policy. 

3 DECLARATION OF INTERESTS 
 None declared.  
4 MINUTES  C-2025-04-M, C-2025-05-M AND C-2025-06-M 
 Council approved the minutes of meetings held on 8 July 2025, 23 September 2025 and by 

correspondence 30 September to 6 October 2025. 
5 MATTERS ARISING C-2025-07-02 
 Council noted the report.   
6 CHAIR’S REPORT  
 The Chair informed Council that: 

a) Nikki Humphrey had been appointed as interim Chair of Audit Committee following 
Andrew Dickinson’s decision to stand down from Council.  Recruitment was 
underway to recruit a member of Council who would also take on the role of Audit 
Committee Chair.  

b) An additional session to update members on progress on the development of the new 
University Strategy had been arranged for 29 January 2026. 

c) Rob Parker, Paul Gray and Andrew Dickinson were stepping down from Council.  
Thanks were recorded to them all for their contributions and commitment.   

7 2024/25 SELF-EVALUATION AND ACTION PLAN C-2025-07-11 
 Council: 

a) Approved the Self-Evaluation report and Action Plan.   
b) Noted that the Vice-Chancellor, as the Accountable Officer, would be required to sign 

a Statement of Assurance to the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) confirming that the 
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academic standards and quality of learning provision continued to meet the 
requirements set by the SFC. 

8 PREVENT (COUNTERTERRORISM) ANNUAL REPORT C-2025-07-12 
 Council: 

a) Noted the Prevent Annual Report 2025 and associated Risk Register. 
b) Approved the Annual Data Return (ADR) for the period 1 August 2024 to 31 July 

2025 and Accountability Declaration.  
9 VICE-CHANCELLOR’S REPORT C-2025-07-03 
9.1 The Vice-Chancellor informed Council that: 

a) Undergraduate recruitment had performed strongly, particularly for new registrations 
(123.1% of target).  Continuing students had shown recruitment at 103.4% of target.  
Performance was strong in students aged 20 or under and those with low prior entry 
qualifications and based in England.  Detailed analysis on this performance was 
ongoing but early indications suggested that this reflected a combination of internal 
factors including a strong brand, clearer qualification pathways, and system 
improvements, alongside external changes such as shifts in franchised provision, 
competitor activity, and consumer confidence.   As a result, Faculties had to adjust 
associate lecturer numbers in some subject areas. Recruitment for January 2026 
(26B) was forecast to be on track.   

b) The Chair of the Board of the Office for Students (OfS) had written to Chairs of 
Governing bodies to explain that the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) would in 
future become more data focussed.  Work was underway to ascertain the potential 
impact of this development on the University.    

c) Recruitment would shortly commence for a senior leadership role (Pro-Vice-
Chancellor) focused on enterprise, innovation and partnership to support delivery of 
Pillar Three of the new University Strategy, particularly around place and business 
engagement.  The role would be focussed on achieving ambitious growth in these 
areas.   Approval for the post would be required from Senate and Council, and this 
would be sought by correspondence before the end of the year.    

9.2 Council:  
a) Welcomed the performance in student numbers. The strong performance in students 

aged 20 and under was noted alongside external factors such as the decrease in 
franchised provision.  It was hoped that those students would continue their studies 
with the University, though it was acknowledged this was uncertain.   

b) Supported proposals to: 
i) Establish a senior role focussed on enterprise and partnerships.  This would 

be a key area for the University within the new Strategy, and it would be 
important for the post holder to drive the University’s ambition and growth. 

ii) Enable Nation Directors to use the term Principal as recognition of their role as 
the Vice-Chancellor’s representative in their respective nations.   

iii) Enable the Deputy Vice-Chancellor to use the title Provost to recognise 
oversight of the wider academic environment. 

9.3 Council noted the report.   
10 2024/25 CONSOLIDATED FINANCIAL STATEMENTS C-2025-07-04 
10.1 The Chief Financial Officer and Treasurer:   
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a) Confirmed that the financial statements complied with regulatory requirements and 
had been audited by the external auditor, PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC).  They had 
been reviewed by Audit Committee and Finance.   

b) Drew attention to the adjusted operating surplus of £4.0m, or 0.7% of operating 
income.  Finance Committee had carefully scrutinised the University’s financial 
position during the year with particular attention focussed on the cash and reserves 
position.   

c) Confirmed that the Chair of Audit Committee, who was not present at the meeting, 
had confirmed his approval of the report of the meeting of the Audit Committee held 
on 5 November 2025 which had recommended approval of the Financial Statements 
for 2024/25.   

10.2 The Chair: 
a) Thanked members of Finance and Audit Committees for their very thorough work in 

scrutinising the draft financial statements.  
b) Commended the efforts made across the University to generate an operating surplus 

in 2024/25.   
10.3 Council: 

a) Welcomed the report of a surplus but emphasised that the University must not be 
complacent.  Cash reserves were still being drawn upon so it was important to 
highlight that the University needed to live within its means and the savings 
previously agreed were required to achieve a net balance in 2027.   

b) Sought clarification of how strategic expenditure on change programmes was 
reported in the Statements (above or below the line) and the benefits obtained from 
this expenditure. The Chief Financial Officer acknowledged that it was a complex 
position, but strategic expenditure now was much more based around continual 
improvements compared to previously when it related to larger single projects.   

10.4 Council: 
a) Approved the 2024/25 Consolidated Financial Statements. 
b) Authorised the Chair of Audit Committee, Vice-Chancellor and Chief Financial 

Officer to sign on its behalf the 2024/25 Consolidated Financial Statements. 
c) Noted the audit representation letter that would be signed on its behalf by the Vice-

Chancellor and Chief Financial Officer. 
11 FINANCIAL FORECASTS TO 2029/30 C-2025-07-05 
11.1 The Chief Financial Officer and Treasurer: 

a) Explained that HE institutions were required by the Office for Students (OfS) to 
submit an Annual Financial Return (AFR). The budget for 2025/26 had been 
approved by Council in July 2025 in the context of the financial forecasts to 2028/29.  
Those forecasts had been adjusted in the light of several factors including autumn 
registration student numbers, updated funding body grants and the Walton Hall 
Adaptive Campus plan approved by Council. Finance Committee had agreed to 
recommend the forecasts to Council at its meeting on 5 November 2025.   

b) Reflected that despite improvements in forecasting, external events continued to 
have an unpredictable impact on student numbers.  The forecasts indicated income 
generation and surplus but if these were not achieved then strategic expenditure 
would require careful re-evaluation.    

11.2 Council sought assurance that the forecasts demonstrated a balanced and realistic portrayal 
of the position for the University.    
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11.3 The Chief Financial Officer and Vice-Chancellor drew attention to Table 2 in the paper which 
set out the summary outturn position for the financial forecasts and their impact on the 
financial strategy measures and net cash inflow/outflow. The forecasts were considered 
prudent and reasonable at this point.   

11.4 Council approved, on recommendation of Finance Committee, the financial forecasts to 
2029/30 and commentary that fulfil the regulatory requirement for submission to the Office 
for Students (OfS). 

12 AUDIT COMMITTEE ANNUAL REPORT C-2025-07-06 
 Council noted the Annual Report of the Audit Committee.   
13 POST-16 EDUCATION AND SKILLS WHITE PAPER C-2025-07-07 
13.1 The Interim Director of Strategy and Vice-Chancellor reflected that: 

a) The White Paper aligned well with the University’s mission and to the emergent 
thinking around the development of the new University Strategy.   

b) There were potential risks around increased collaboration between further and higher 
education as this could mean the University faced greater competition in this area.   

13.2 Council: 
a) Drew attention to the focus on the Industrial Strategy in the White Paper and the 

potential for the new senior role being created to take a strong leadership role in 
creating opportunities for the University.     

b) Highlighted the importance of ensuring robust support mechanisms were in place to 
support students in the light of the focus on young people and Level 4 and 5 study.   

c) Noted the references to a more specialised and efficient HE sector and cautioned 
careful evaluation of risks associated with pursuing particular specialisms.   

13.3 Council noted the report.   
14 SUSTAINABILITY UPDATE  C-2025-07-10 
14.1  The Sustainability Director explained the progress made against the University’s three 

sustainability KPIs, which included increased co-ordinated compliance activity across the 
University, disinvestment in fossil fuels, and accreditation to Responsible Futures which 
evidenced integration of sustainability in our qualifications.  Further information on the last of 
the three would be presented to Council at a future meeting.   

14.2 The University Secretary and Vice-Chancellor reiterated the progress made particularly in 
carbon reduction, supported by the approval of the Adaptive Plan for the campus agreed by 
Council in July 2025.   

14.3 Council: 
a) Drew attention to potential financial implications and requested careful monitoring. 
b) Enquired whether any of the University’s research projects were linked to improving 

sustainability.  The Sustainability Director explained that the Open Society 
Challenges initiative encouraged proposals linked to sustainability.  The University 
had established a green skills hub and had also created a green roof project to 
improve biodiversity on the campus.   

c) Considered that it was difficult to obtain any reassurance over achievement of Scope 
3 as this was scheduled for 2050.  The Vice-Chancellor accepted this was too far in 
advance to set firm commitments.  Attention was focussed on ensuring that what was 
set for 2030 was realistic, although it was acknowledged that the development of the 
new strategy might have implications for the targets set.   
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14.4 Council noted the report and agreed that more regular reports would be presented to 
Council on sustainability and progress towards targets.   

 
 
15 NATION REPORT: THE OPEN UNIVERSITY IN IRELAND C-2025-07-14 
15.1 The Director, OU in Ireland introduced the report and described the activities, levels of 

growth and progress against objectives being achieved in Ireland.   It was also confirmed 
that the Strategic Outcome Agreement between the University in Ireland and the Northern 
Ireland Executive’s Department for the Economy for 2025/26 had now been signed.   

15.2 Council: 
a) Noted the report and welcomed the positive achievements and thanked all the staff 

for their hard work.   
b) Recorded its thanks and best wishes to John D’Arcy on his retirement. 

16 UNIVERSITY STRATEGY: UPDATE  C-2025-07-08 
16.1 The Interim Director of Strategy explained that: 

a) A programme of consultation and engagement had taken place across the University 
since the last meeting of Council.  The Emerging Strategic Thinking document 
presented to Council reflected the feedback received.   

b) Feedback received had been positive and demonstrated energy and engagement.  
The level of ambition had been welcomed though caution had been expressed over 
ability to deliver and achieve it.  Other comments had referred to the use of AI and 
student needs and sustainability.   

16.2 Council: 
a) Requested more detail at the meeting in January 2026 on the metrics proposed for 

Council’s oversight of the Strategy.   
b) Welcomed the level of aspirational ambition but sought assurance that the University 

would be able to achieve it in the light of the staffing and capacity risk identified as 
red in the strategic risk register.   

c) c) Emphasised the importance of the enablers and in particular the cultural change 
required to achieve the proposed strategic aims.    A balance would need to be 
achieved between standardisation in some areas but maintaining flexibility in others.    

d) Commented that there might be potential opportunities for the University to support 
smaller institutions to deliver distance learning.  However, it would be essential to 
focus on growth first before considering acquisitions.   

16.3 The Vice-Chancellor and University Secretary explained that: 
a) Additional investment might be required but it would be essential for staff to have time 

freed and be empowered to focus on key objectives.  Work was ongoing to look at 
levels of delegation and accountability in governance and management.   

b) The challenges and risks were acknowledged but the University had to look further 
than its core business to achieve growth.  This was more challenging for the 
development of the Strategy.   

c) The approach to demonstrating the value of national and local presence would be 
different to having offices in various localities.  Partnership working with local councils 
and civic agreements would be vital along with exploring other flexible options such 
as pop-ups or school and college engagement.   
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d) Further information on the success measures would be brought to the additional 
session for Council on the Strategy on 29 January 2026. 

16.4 Council noted the report.   
 
 
17 ACADEMIC GROWTH PRIORITES DELIVERY UPDATE C-2025-07-09 
17.1 The Deputy Vice-Chancellor drew attention to the progress and achievements made since 

the last meeting.  It was acknowledged that making progress exerted pressures on the 
capacity of teams in Digital Services.  

17.2 Council noted the report.   
18 STRATEGIC RISK REGISTER: UPDATE  C-2025-07-13 
 Council noted the report.   
19 OPEN SU REPORT  C-2025-07-15 
19.1 The President, OU Students Association reported to Council on several initiatives including:  

a) High levels of engagement at Welcome Week activities for students.  
b) Progress on engaging students with sustainability.   
c) Launch of the Neurodiversity hub to support students and signpost help and support.   

19.2 Council commended the work being undertaken and noted the report. 
20 ANNUAL INSTITUTIONAL PERFORMANCE REPORT (2024/25)  C-2025-07-16 
20.1 The University Secretary informed Council that: 

a) The measures would be reconsidered in the light of the new Strategy so Council 
should note the report only at this point.   

b) Attention would be focussed on metrics connected to key areas such as the awarding 
gap.  In response to a question, it was confirmed that systemic changes were 
required to enable some groups of students to succeed.   

20.2 Council noted the report. 
21 LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE GILLIES REPORT AND EMERGING SECTOR RISKS  

 C-2025-07-17 
21.1 The Director, Governance, Compliance and Legal Services informed Council that mapping 

against key lessons learned from the report into the University of Dundee indicated that the 
OU was performing well against the recommendations, with nothing of significant concern. 
Only a small number of areas were identified where improvements could be made, and 
these would be addressed as set out in the paper. 

21.2 Council noted the report.  
22 ANNUAL STAFF MONITORING REPORT C-2025-07-19 
22.1 The Pro-Vice-Chancellor, Equity, Diversity and Inclusion introduced the report and explained 

that: 
a) Annual staff monitoring was a legal requirement of the Equality Act 2010 and the 

Northern Ireland Act 1998, Section 75.  
b) The report provided a snapshot of staffing demographics with four of the eleven KPI 

targets being met.   
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c) Age was not currently an area of particular focus.  In response to a question, it was 
acknowledged that the average age of the student body was decreasing and that 
further work was needed to establish a sense of belonging to support younger staff 
and students. 

22.2  Council noted the report and requested regular updates. 
The Pro-Chancellor left the meeting at this point, and the Vice-Chair took the Chair. 
 

23 PRO-CHANCELLOR APPOINTMENT  C-2025-07-20 
  Council: 

a) Noted the membership of the sub-committee of GNC to manage the appointment of 
the Pro-Chancellor and associated timeline.  

b) Approved the role description to be used.  
24 FINANCE COMMITTEE  C-2025-07-21  
 Council noted the report of meetings held by correspondence between 19 and 29 August 

2025 and on 5 November 2025. 
25 AUDIT COMMITTEE   C-2025-07-22  
 Council noted the report of meetings held on 1 October 2025 and on 5 November 2025. 
26 GOVERNANCE AND NOMINATIONS COMMITTEE   C-2025-07-23 
 Council noted the report of the meeting held on 17 September 2025. 
27 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE   C-2025-07-24 
 Council noted the report of the meeting held on 18 September 2025. 
28 REMUNERATION COMMITTEE ANNUAL REPORT   C-2025-07-25  
 Council noted the annual report. 
29 SENATE C-2025-07-26 
 Council noted the report of the meeting held on 8 October 2025. 
30 FORWARD PLANNER C-2025-07-27 
 Council noted the report.   
Future Meeting Dates 
Thursday 29 January 2026 (morning)  
Tuesday 3 March 2026 (Nation Visit – Cardiff)      
Arrival Monday 2 March 2026 (afternoon)   
Tuesday 12 May 2026      
Tuesday 7 July 2025      
Timings: 10am to 4.00pm approximately  

 
Dave Hall, University Secretary     
Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance    
26 February 2026 
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