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GOVERNORS BRIEFING: MAY 2008
This Briefing covers the non-confidential items discussed at the Corporation Board meeting held on 07.05.08 at Twyn-yr-Hydd House, Margam Country Park.
After the introductory standing agenda items of Declarations and approval of the Minutes of the previous Board meeting the Principal reported on the completion of responses to 3 consultation papers from the Welsh Assembly Government. In a collaborative venture with Swansea and Gorseinon Colleges, Neath Port Talbot College submitted joint responses to the following papers:-

· Skills That Work For Wales – A Skills & Employment Strategy;

· Proposals on a Learning & Skills (Wales) Measure 2008;
· A Framework for Intervention in Further Education Institutions.

It was felt by acting together the 3 Colleges would present a unified viewpoint on these important issues affecting the Welsh FE Sector.

The next item was the receipt and approval of the Estyn Report on the inspection undertaken in January / February 2008. Members formally acknowledged the outstanding grades attained in Key Questions 1 – 7 of the Common Inspection Framework and likewise the grades for those Standard Subject Areas that were inspected. Having approved the final Report the Board went on to consider the 6 recommendations the inspectors identified to effect further improvements.

Rob Fowler, Deputy Principal, indicated that two of the recommendations relating to improved effectiveness of communications across College sites and ensuring management performance procedures were consistently applied, would be addressed by College managers. However, an holistic approach to addressing the other 4 recommendations concerning the development of independent learning skills, the role of Principal and Senior Lecturers in improving teaching and assessment, the increased focus on completion and attainment rates for AS courses and measuring the impact of staff development was proposed via the creation of a Professional Development Centre. Such a Centre would be staffed in part by Principal Lecturers and Senior Lecturers (Teaching and Learning) to deliver in-service training for those staff who required upskilling. In addition, as part of the College’s internal inspection cycle any staff in a School of Study awarded either a Grade 3 or Grade 4 (none currently) would be required to undergo in-service training to address any shortcomings. The Board approved this innovative approach to progressing the Action Plan in response to Estyn’s recommendations.

Receipt and approval of the Management Accounts is a standing agenda item at every Board meeting. Kathryn Holley, Vice Principal: Finance and Information Systems, in this instance presented the Accounts as at 31.03.08. She reported a positive variance in income of £968k due to the increased income earned by Pathways Training, the College’s Work Based Learning Provider and the rephasing of the delivery of recurrent funding from the Welsh Assembly Government. Overall control of salary costs was still a key goal but both part time teaching and agency staff costs had exceeded their budget allocation. Rigorous scrutiny of the expenditure areas would be maintained.

Other areas subject to similar scrutiny were the licence fees associated with the full roll out of the mobile register system and professional fees linked to the construction of the new Performing Arts Centre on the Neath Campus. Later in the financial year these professional fees would be recovered from project funding. The overspend on consultancy fees by trainingwales was also the subject of further investigation. As part of the College’s commitment to sustainability and environmental friendly policies substantial savings had been achieved on energy costs due to conservation measures.

Kathryn Holley concluded her highlights and exceptions report by confirming the current forecast was for a small surplus at year end of c. £50k which was in line with the College budget.

Every year early in the Summer Term Members engage in the strategic planning process. Discussion on strategic planning issues was led by Rob Fowler, Deputy Principal. Firstly, Members reviewed and approved the continued use of its Mission Statement ‘Quality learning means achievement for all’. 

An interesting debate then took place on the 6 College Vision Statements particularly with regard to the use of the phrase ‘a cash rich College’. Some Members felt that this term implied the College was too money orientated and that perhaps a better forms of words would be that it aimed to be ‘a resource rich College’. Other Members felt that the term ‘a cash-rich College’ was a short, memorable and accurate strap-line on which staff, learners and stakeholders could focus. Should the need ever arise access to cash reserves, and not resources, would be the prime determinant in resolving financial problems. The form of words to be used was left unresolved until the June 2008 Board meeting. A detailed review of the Mission & Vision Statements was ear-marked for the latter part of the 2008 / 2009 academic year.
The focus of discussion then shifted to diversity issues and how they were addressed as part of the wider strategic planning process. Lesley Blower, the recently appointed Diversity Officer, outlined key issues including:-

· the implementation of 3 Equality Schemes: Gender & Sexual Orientation, Race & Religious Belief and Disability & Age;
· the production of an Annual Report on Diversity;
· the active promotion of diversity events;
· the wish to introduce peer-led education involving learners.

Nicola Delaney, who prior to setting up her own business and joining the Corporation Board, was General Manager of the Students Union at the University of Worcester, recommended that Sian Davies of NUS Wales be approached since she was active in responding to diversity issues via the National Student Learner Programme. She might be able to assist the College in involving learners in diversity issues.

Finally the discussion moved to considering the key issues and drivers that the College needed to address in its Provision Development Plan for 2008 / 2009. They included:-

· DCELLS priorities for change;
· the emerging skills agenda centred on the 3 consultative documents referred to earlier in this Briefing;
· the continued emphasis on collaborative and partnership working at local, regional and national levels;
· the problems of planning the College’s Strategy when its reduced CEU and standstill budget allocations were notified late by DCELLS to the College;
· the complexity of setting and achieving Credit Equivalent Unit (CEU) targets within Subject Sector Areas (SSA’s) and age bands (16 – 18 years old and 19 years old and over).

It was clear to Members that what was beginning to emerge was a supply driven centralised delivery model based on skills as opposed to academic curriculum provision. The College via Fforwm was highlighting the vagaries of the National Planning and Funding Scheme (NPFS) and the difficulty of continued participation set against a backdrop of a standstill or negative funding allocation. All Colleges including Neath Port Talbot College faced difficult times ahead if they were to maintain and improve on previous progress.

The last item on the Part I agenda was consideration of the revised Estates Strategy 2008 – 2018. Keith Booker, Vice Principal Operations, presented what was in essence a ‘wish-list’ of capital projects for the next 10-year period. Essentially there were 2 options; Option 1 affecting proposed changes to the Neath Campus and Option 2 affecting other sites. Implementation was dependent on the availability of capital funding, private investment, planning consents and, most importantly, future curriculum need.

Members expressed concern that it was difficult to project future plans when it had not received notification of its 2008 / 2009 capital funding allocation. Whilst approving the submissions of its revised Estates Strategy to DCELLS the Board realised that funding constraints would seriously affect its ability to deliver this ambitious capital programme which included:-
· the Phase II development of the Llandarcy Park Campus;

· the move to a single campus at Neath on one side of Dwr-yr-Felin Road;

· the redevelopment of the vacated site at the Neath Campus to fund such a move;

· the building of the National Institute for Construction, Wales (NICW) in the centre of Port Talbot;

· the building of a new Afan Campus adjacent to NICW.

These items are likely to figure prominently in future Governor Briefings over the next 10 years.
Sam Thomas
Clerk to the Corporation
15 May 2008
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