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GOVERNOR BRIEFING : SPRING TERM 2004 

This briefing covers the non-confidential topics discussed at the Corporation Board meeting held on 10 March 2004.

At the commencement of the meeting, Anne Hopkins on behalf of the Search Committee recommended the appointment of two new Members – Nicola Ewins, Business Member and Rizwana Nadeem, Community Member.  Nicola Ewins is a Solicitor, living and working in Swansea for Morgan Cole, the College Solicitors.  She has began to specialise in Education and Disability Law.  Rizwana Nadeem is a Careworker who lives and works in Port Talbot.  She is a former student of the College and has an interest in Equal Opportunities.  In addition to joining the Board, Nicola Ewins has jointed the Audit Committee and Rizwana Nadeem the Search and Human Resources Committees.  

In addition, Anne Hopkins announced the appointment of James McGregor as the new Student Member.  He is a student at the Neath Campus, pursuing AS/A levels and was recently elected President of the Student’s Union.  In addition to joining the Corporation Board, he is also a Member of the Human Resources Committee.  

With the appointment of two new Members and the replacement Student Member, the Corporation Board has achieved full membership, although it remains to be seen how long this situation will last given the natural turnover of Members as and when their periods of office expire.

On receiving the minutes of the previous meeting, the Principal indicated that two days after the conclusion of the Board meeting on the 17 December 2003, ELWa notified the College of clawback of £100k and as a consequence the Annual Audited Accounts were revised prior to their despatch to ELWa.  

Brian Rosser, Finance Director, also reported under Matters Arising, that when reviewing the level of crèche fees, information had been obtained relating to charges made by local competitors and the implications of Child Tax Credits for crèche users.  In attempting to align crèche fees to commercial rates, the College was keen to point out to would be users, that Child Tax Credits could offset some of the increases.  

Following on from the receipt of the Corporation Board minutes, the minutes of the various Committees of the Corporation Board which had met between the                         17 December 2003 and the 10 March 2004 were received.  They included the Human Resources, Audit, Finance & General Purposes (x2), Academic Board and Search Committees.

Sam Thomas, Clerk to the Corporation, then went on to present a paper making a number of recommendations relating to Governance issues.  Firstly, in response to a recommendation contained within the ELWa Audit Review Report, a proposal was put and accepted by the Board that, it limit the periods of office of Members to two consecutive four year terms.  This move was consistent with best practice in the sector and the recommendations of the 2nd Nolan Report on Standards in Public Life.  Anne Hopkins, Business Member and Tom Jenkins, Staff Member, were the only Members currently in their 3rd term and they would be permitted to serve out their current periods of office.  The only exclusions from the new policy were the Student Member, who was appointed for a one-year term of office and the Principal, who was appointed for the period of his/her employment by the College.  

When the Annual Meeting Schedule of the Corporation Board and its Committees was published in July 2003, there was uncertainty as to the timescale for the institutional planning cycle.  Advice at that time indicated that the Institutional Plan would need to be approved by the Corporation Board by no later than the 31 March 2004.  For this reason the Board was scheduled to meet on 10 March 2004.  However, advice received from ELWa in February 2004 indicated that the final element of the institutional planning process would not be required until late June 2004.  As a consequence, it was felt appropriate to arrange an additional Board meeting to focus on the Institutional Plan, which would meet on 12 May 2004.  

Concern was expressed by the Clerk that a number of Induction Training Seminars had been arranged for new Members, but that they had subsequently been cancelled due to poor attendance.  In order to play "catch up" it was proposed and approved that a half day training session be arranged to cover all of the outstanding items.  Three Members, Anne Hopkins, Graham Bowd and Nicola Ewins, were nominated to attend the Fforwm Governors National Conference for Wales, to be held at Llandrindod Wells on the 20 April 2004. This was the first such Conference of its kind in Wales specifically geared to the needs of Members operating in the Welsh FE sector.

In response to a suggestion made by Charles Henrywood, an extension to the existing policy of permitting all members the right of access to Board Committee meetings was agreed.  Members could deputise for each other at Committee meetings in order to overcome difficulties in achieving quorums.  Lastly, David Bentley-Miller agreed to act as the Lead Member for Governance.  He would become a Member of the Governance Unit and would hold a watching brief on these issues on behalf of the Corporation Board.

The next item on the agenda of the meeting was consideration of the Fees Policy for the 2004/2005 academic year.  Sam Thomas presented the Fees Policy paper indicating that there were no substantial changes to the methodology for determining fees, although a radical review was not ruled out as part of the medium term aims of the Value for Money Strategy.  With the exception of fees for specialist courses, there was generally a £5 increase across the board in all fees.  The Fees Policy was approved and, as a consequence, Nigel Thomas, Marketing Manager, could now finalise the College’s Full and Part-Time Prospectuses for the forthcoming academic year.

At the October 2003 Board meeting, Members received an update on enrolments.  At that time the enrolment situation was still fluid with a number of courses yet to commence.  As a consequence, a further report was requested in the Spring Term to ascertain whether the College was on track to reach its enrolment target.  Rex Davies, Director of Learning Resources and Systems, presented enrolment data disaggregated by age and type of enrolment (full time/part time/evening etc.)  He went on to identify trends and implications of the data for future funding.  As at February 2004, the adjusted headcount data indicated 15,500 enrolments compared to 14,500 for the previous year.  However, the College needed to maximise retention and attainment and continue to enrol students in order to achieve its target for the full year.  ELWa funding is dependent upon the number of Weighted Student Learning Units (WSLU’s) attained during the year and this year the College was projecting 200700 compared to 199600 units in the previous academic year.  If the College could sustain this level of WSLU’s for the remainder of the year it would significantly reduce the likely of any clawback in the next academic year.  Members were heartened by this information, given that the unexpected application of clawback last year had increased the College’s deficit by £100k.

The main purpose of the current meeting had intended to be approval of the Institutional Plan 2004-2007.  However, this was not the case due to the reasons outlined in the earlier paragraphs of this Briefing.  Rob Fowler, Vice Principal, outlined changes to and the revised timescale for, completion of the institutional planning process, which had been received from ELWa on the 12 February 2004.

He went on to confirm that the infrastructure was now in place within the College led by the Strategic Planning Group, to receive the outcomes of the major review of the curriculum, the estate and staffing as outlined in the Value for Money Strategy.  These outcomes would then be fed into the institutional planning process.  

The updated Context Statement outlining the local and regional factors affecting the Institutional Plan was approved. It was noted that the local CCET was beginning to address issues with regard to institutional planning and curriculum provision on a regional basis.  This trend was very much in its infancy but would require close scrutiny since it would ultimately lead to the rationalisation of provision within the South West Wales CCET area.

Further elements of the Institutional Plan would be submitted to the Corporation Board for its approval at the additional Board meeting scheduled for the 12 May 2004, prior to the Plan being sent to ELWa by the 14 May 2004.

Rob Fowler then went on to lead on another topic, the submission of the College’s Welsh Language Scheme.  He reported that the Draft Scheme had been submitted to the Welsh Language Board, who had suggested amendments and revisions, which had been included in the current draft.  He stressed that the Board accepted that the Scheme was designed to reflect the social-linguistic, cultural and demographic profile of the College’s catchment area.  At a strategic level, the Corporation Board needed to take cognisance of the cost of implementing the Welsh Language Scheme in terms of money and staff time, the human resources issues and the need for it to receive and approve an Annual Compliance Report.  In approving the Scheme, the Corpaotraiton Board were conscious that there were a significant number of action points which needed to be addressed by the College if it were to be fully implemented in the next 2-3 years.  

The final item on the Part I Agenda was receipt of the Management Accounts to the 31 January 2004.  This Report was very much a precursor to the discussions under the Part II – Confidential Items on the agenda, relating to the Value for Money Strategy.  Brian Rosser, Finance Director, reported that the projected year end position showed a deficit of £346k compared to an approved budget deficit of £143k.  The Value for Money Strategy sought to redress the imbalance of the College budget, not only for the current but also for future financial years.  Whilst it would be inappropriate to comment on Part II items in detail, the Strategy would concentrate on 3 key elements – the curriculum, the College estate and human resources.  Each of these areas will be looked at in detail and a variety of options would be considered.  The Principal reassured the Board that whilst immediate and ongoing action was being taken to achieve cost savings and to increase income, there were a number of medium to long term issues that required further investigation and detailed discussions before a final decision was to be taken on them.  In the meantime, the Corporation Board was anxious that Managers, Staff and the Trade Unions be kept informed wherever possible, of ongoing developments.  To this end and notwithstanding potential conflicts of interest from Local Authority nominated Members and the Staff and Student Members, were permitted to remain for the Part II deliberations.

Sam Thomas

Clerk to the Corporation
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