Appendix A

VICE-CHANCELLOR’S REPORT TO COUNCIL

9 MAY 2005


This Report deals only with those matters that are not on the agenda and covers:

	the implications for HE of the election result

applications and admissions
the Queen’s Award for Enterprise

Election Result

The re-election of the Labour Government means that variable tuition fees will be introduced in the academic year 2006-7 and that OFFA – the Office for Fair Access – will stay, because the legislation for both was passed in the previous Parliament. 

During the passage of the Higher Education Bill the Government announced that it would establish a review of the impact of variable fees, to report in 2009 before the end of the new Parliament. It has been assumed in some quarters that if the Review found that the impact of the variable fees had been favourable in terms of participation rates, widening participation, financial stability for universities and income generation, the Government would give serious consideration to raising the £3000 cap on the fee to a higher level, or to abandoning the cap altogether. The Government’s reduced majority makes it less likely it could persuade Parliament to agree a more than inflationary raising of the cap. Moreover, if the variable fees are reported to have discouraged participation, particularly from low-income families, or to have increased graduate indebtedness to an unacceptable level, there may be pre-election pressure to reform the tuition fee system again. We can now plan on the assumption that the £3000 fee will be introduced in 2006-7 but we should not assume that it will rise further in 2009/10.

Applications and admissions

UK and EU undergraduate applications are 9% ahead of last year, with a corresponding increase in firm acceptances. This is better than the national figure. Applications from the UK have risen by 8% but from the EU by 18%, with the largest numbers applying from Cyprus and a sharp rise, albeit from a low base, in applications from the East European accession states. 

There are, as always, some striking differences between subjects. The biggest growth of applications is in psychology, biochemistry and sports science, in drama, acting, literature and philosophy, and, from a low base, art history and mathematics. There is a further marked decline of applications in computer science. However, applications from overseas are down by 18%, with a particularly sharp fall from China. There is a nationwide decline in applications from overseas, although the decline for Essex is sharper than the national average.

There is also a 10% decline in offers of PG places to overseas applicants. We must therefore brace ourselves for a drop in the number of overseas students after five successive years of growth, and for the adverse financial impact that this will have. A number of factors are at work, including the strength of the dollar, to which Far Eastern currencies are pegged; the rapidly increasing capacity and quality of China’s own higher education system; more competition from other UK universities and from other countries; and the Government’s short-sighted decision to double the charges for visa extensions.

For this reason – as the Finance papers for Council make clear - we have adjusted downwards our financial forecasts for the next three years, with the result that we face a significant deficit next year and will only achieve inadequate surpluses in the following years if we include the additional income from higher tuition fees which, as I argued earlier, we wish to invest in student facilities. 

In the immediate future the University is doing everything it can to maintain overseas student numbers. We are striving to turn round overseas applications more rapidly and  to nurture applicants who have accepted offers, between now and October.  In the medium term we cannot assume that recruitment from China will return to its former levels. We are therefore seeking to diversify our international student market, with more focus on, for example, India and Nigeria; on overseas students studying in UK schools and FE colleges; and by adjusting our curriculum to the changing preferences of overseas students. We also hope that our new partnership with Insearch will bear fruit in October 2006 when the first full cohort of Insearch students will apply for entry into the second year of our AFM and Computer Science departments.

We need also to reduce our dependence on overseas markets, difficult though this is, by taking initiatives to grow our numbers of UK/EU students, both undergraduate and postgraduate. This we are doing through expansion in Southend and Suffolk and by providing for the needs of the NHS in disciplines related to health and social care. 

Queens Award for Enterprise
I am pleased to announce that the University has won a Queen’s Award for Enterprise for its success in recruiting international students in the face of growing worldwide competition. The award is for outstanding achievement in the International Trade category and reflects our rapid growth in overseas income over the past three years. We hope that the Award will stand us in good stead as we face much tougher times in the international student market. There will be a ceremony for the receipt of the award to which members of Council will be invited.
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