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Joint Committee on Education and Science Opening Statement

Thank you Chair.

I am Ned Costello, Chief Executive of the Irish Universities Association, which is the representative and support organisation for the Irish Universities. 
My colleagues here today are 
Professor Michael Murphy, President of UCC, 
Professor Jim Browne, President of NUI Galway, 
Professor Don Barry, President, University of Limerick, 
Professor John Hughes, President of NUI Maynooth, 
Professor Ferdinand Von Prondzynski, President of DCU, 
Dr Philip Nolan, Registrar and Deputy President UCD 
and Professor Paddy Prendergast, Chief Academic Officer, TCD. 
President Hugh Brady and Professor John Hegarty send their apologies as they are unavoidably abroad on university business.

With your leave Chair, I will make this opening statement, drawing on the submission which we have prepared for the Committee. We will then be happy to answer the Committee’s questions. 

I will begin by setting out an overall context. 

Since the new millennium, the strategic development of the universities has been marked by three significant developments.

· The first is a continuing expansion of participation in University education. We now have close to one hundred thousand students in our universities including fifteen thousand postgraduates. Participation of underrepresented groups is advancing also.

· The second is that universities have been transformed from predominantly teaching institutions to become more comparable with the best universities worldwide in having a much stronger research component and stronger linkages between research, teaching and knowledge transfer in all its dimensions.

· The third is that universities have undertaken significant structural and strategic reform so that they can more effectively manage what are now large multifunctional institutions, and deliver better services to learners.

These developments have taken place in the context of a concerted government push to raise skills and to develop what is widely known as a knowledge society. Both the National Development Plan and the Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation expand on this. The appropriateness of this approach is underscored, Chair, by the difficulties now facing the economy. These testify to the need to base future growth on innovation rather than speculation.

The developments which I have outlined are very positive. A key question which arises, however, is whether we are resourcing higher education at a level which will allow it to fulfil these policy ambitions.

The most reliable way to assess this is in an international context, using the data provided by the OECD. Those data show spend per student in third level education at €10,000, whereas the best performers are spending €14,000 to €24,000. In GDP terms, we spend less than our peer group. Contrary to most OECD countries, our proportional spend on Higher Education has been heading in a negative direction.

These data may seem counter intuitive because in volume terms spending has been growing quite strongly. I am aware, Chair, that the previous Minister for Education and Science has made this point to the Committee. Any seeming contradiction can be resolved by looking at overall funding in the context of growing student numbers and growing support for research. These have pushed overall gross funding up, but growing student numbers have meant that the resources per student have gone down.

This is reflected particularly in a squeeze in the core grant which is the resourcing base for overall third level education. Because students are effectively the “consumers” of university “services”, reductions in funding per student have a meaningful impact on the quality of the overall student experience. This is why the OECD uses funding per student as its yardstick.

I would like to turn now, Chair, to the specific issues which the Committee has asked us to address. These are:
· Possible Reintroduction of University Fees

· The outcome of a recent meeting between the University Heads and the Minister for Education and Science on this issue

· Levels of financial accountability and systems for measuring outcomes in Irish Universities
In relation to the matter of “fees”, Chair, we substantially set out our position in our policy paper entitled: Individual Financial Contributions to Higher Education the text of which is included in this submission. I might summarise our position as follows:

· The question of whether there should be increased individual contributions to the funding of higher education cannot be divorced from a holistic consideration of how higher education is funded. 

· Based on their consideration of that issue, the universities believe that there are rational grounds for sharing the cost of investment in higher education between the exchequer and those individuals who benefit directly from participation in higher education.  

· The universities are of the view that this should be achieved through an investment plan which sets out agreed multi-annual levels of funding and the exchequer and individual funding components. In addition to the “fee” component, that investment plan should also take account of other possible sources of non exchequer investment such as philanthropic donations. 

· The universities have concluded that the most equitable approach to individual contributions is via income contingent deferred loans and top up fees. 

· The universities have not proposed a specific implementation model for such loans and top up fees and are of the view that any system introduced should be in a form which is appropriate to the specific circumstances obtaining to Ireland. 

· Our policy paper outlines a number of the key implementation issues to be considered in that context. The universities are cognizant of the complexities of the implementation issues and hence have stressed the need to consider them in an overall investment context.

· The universities are not in favour of a replication/reintroduction of the fees and grants system which existed in the ‘pre 1996 period.

In relation to the meeting with the Minister, chair, IUA President Hugh Brady articulated to the Minister the position which I have just described. 

We also highlighted to the Minister the more proximate concerns which we have about the current funding cutbacks. 
We apprised the Minister of the likely consequences for services if the proposed cutbacks are implemented in areas such as teaching and learning, infrastructure and services to students.

We also asked the Minister to take urgent action in securing an appropriate rate of overhead for research funding. We believe that this rate should be at least forty percent, rather than the maximum of thirty percent which currently applies. 

Lastly, we raised the need for improved fiscal incentives to encourage philanthropic donations and for targeted infrastructural investment – for example in student residences - where there is a strong demand. These are addressed in more detail in our submission to the Commission on Taxation and we would be happy to provide the Committee with a copy of that submission if it is of interest, Chair.

Bringing my address to a conclusion Chair, I would turn finally to the matter of financial accountability and outcomes measurement.

There is an extensive financial and governance accountability system in place in the Irish Universities and this system has been progressively strengthened in recent years. 
In the financial area, Universities are subject to rigorous financial audit on an annual basis. Universities’ financial statements are audited by both university appointed external auditors and also the Comptroller and Auditor General.

In respect of research activity universities are also subject to a range of external audits by funding agencies, the EU and other sponsors.

In addition, an extensive range of governance and accountability systems and measures are in place. As these are detailed in our submission chair, I will not delay the committee further on them at this point. 

In relation to the matter of outcomes, the key outcome of course is the provision of quality education to students. The growth in student numbers and the fact that graduates rate very highly on employability is the key outcome of higher education.

The second area of focus in research. The SSTI strategy sets a target of doubling PhD numbers by 2013. We are well on the way to achieving that. In line with the SSTI, we are also radically reforming doctoral education, moving to a standardised duration of 4 years for PhDs and focusing on supplementing the discovery-based core of the PhD with training in a wider range of skills aimed at enhancing the employability of PhD graduates.

As we mention in our submission, the research area is also the subject of extensive peer review and auditing by the research funders. The recent Value for Money Review of Science Foundation Ireland is a relevant example.

There is a range of other outcomes to which the universities contribute in advancing the cultural life of the nation and in supporting the democratic process through its provision of objective analysis and informed comment. 

These outcomes are of necessity harder to quantify but they remain very important nonetheless. 

That concludes my statement, Chair.

