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Background

Following the letter in December 2004 from the Secretary of State for Education and Skills that asked the funding council to examine the needs of strategically important subjects, HEFCE established an advisory group chaired by the late Sir Gareth Roberts. This recommended that we conduct a review of land-based studies (LBS). In conducting this review, we met with heads of most of the higher education institutions (HEIs) that offered LBS-based courses. The group informally offered advice on the scope of the review, including the broad definition of LBS. After that meeting an advisory group was set up, whose membership was representative of interested parties within the higher education (HE) sector and land-based industries. The advisory group met for the first time in October 2005 and then at key points as the project developed. 
The review was completed in April 2007 and undertook a comprehensive study of existing HE provision of LBS in England and made recommendations for the future. The recommendations from the review look at the most appropriate ways of supporting land-based subjects so that HE provision meets the needs of students, employers, Government and skills requirements nationally and regionally (bearing in mind HEFCE's funding and planning constraints). 

Work already carried out by the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), in partnership with a number of stakeholders, was taken into account throughout the review. The Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council is carrying out a review of research capability, partly funded by HEFCE. This is now part of a wider capability review led by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). It is planned that the review will be published in April 2008.
The HEFCE review of LBS
The HEFCE review of LBS was undertaken by SQW Limited and J M Consulting Limited, with fieldwork carried out between July and December 2006. 

The review found that there were, in 2004, around 12,000 full-time equivalent students following LBS programmes, with provision spread across more than 100 institutions. LBS provision is unusual in that further education colleges (FECs) have a major role: they account for at least 40 per cent of LBS provision through directly and indirectly funded colleges. Three monotechnic HEIs (Harper Adams University College, Royal Agricultural College, and Writtle College) alone account for 20 per cent of student places.  
According to the review’s findings, there is no widespread evidence of a current threat to the sustainability of LBS provision. However, due to the distinctive nature of the provision being concentrated within three monotechnics and the FE sector, the sustainability of individual institutions is particularly crucial.
Where LBS programmes are in decline, this is a reflection of trends in the wider graduate land-based industries employment market rather than an inherent weakness in the provision. Some institutions have managed to diversify their provision to remain sustainable. However, there is a concern that if these trends continue, institutions may look at their provision more critically.  

The review was accepted by the Advisory Group, who highlighted key points such as the possibility for future vulnerability, the need for a strategic approach to LBS and the changing demands on the land-based sector. 

Progress against recommendations

The recommendations of the report were directed at HEFCE and the sector and focused on: mitigating risk, managing sustainability and improving links between HE and industry. HEFCE has sought to respond to the recommendations through existing policies to ensure the needs of land-based studies are addressed in an embedded and sustainable way. Annex A provides a summary of the recommendations and HEFCE’s actions.
The regional teams within HEFCE have a continuing role in monitoring the sustainability and strategic direction of all HEIs, including the three monotechnics. Regional teams visit institutions on a regular basis to discuss these issues, as well as monitoring funding and strategic plans annually.  
A circular letter asking HEIs to inform regional teams of proposed closures of provision in strategically important subjects was issued in July 2006 and a protocol for regional teams to respond to possible closures has been developed. The protocol aims to offer advice based on our experience of dealing with similar issues in other HEIs, to provide support and, with the institution's agreement, to consider the possibility of transferring provision to other HEIs to ensure its continuation. HEFCE is also able to offer advice and manage some of the issues of public presentation and reputational damage that might arise. This approach, alongside HEFCE’s Institutional Risk policy, ensures HEFCE has a good knowledge of developments in the sector, and risks to continuing provision.

The review identified a difference in funding for the monotechnics as a result of the small and specialist institutions premium. This is being examined as part of HEFCE’s review of the teaching funding method which reported to the HEFCE Board in November (the report is available on the HEFCE web-site at www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/board/2008/118/). 
One of the recommendations of the LBS review was that HEFCE should ‘convene a strategic discussion, involving key national and UK stakeholders.’ The aim of these discussions would be to define the national requirements of LBS courses more clearly. They would also aim to find ways to help the relatively small and fragmented English LBS sector providers make a more powerful, strategic, and proactive contribution, without threatening the autonomy of individual institutions or their ability to continue to respond to the market. In parallel with this, HEFCE held a meeting on research to discuss improving the co-ordination of research funding, and the connection between research and teaching.  
At these meetings, certain characteristics of the land-based sector were discussed, some of which may hinder a strong link between research and teaching, skills needs and provision. The land-based sector is dominated by small and medium-sized businesses with no large organisation clearly leading. It is a seasonally-driven sector which is also vulnerable to external developments such as disease and weather events which can hamper engagement with HE and the skills agenda. It was agreed that DEFRA’s new skills strategy, which is being developed over the next six months, will provide clear, strategic leadership in this area and help the sector to respond with relevant and focused provision. Lantra, the sector skills council for the environmental and land-based sector, sat on the advisory group for the review and has been involved in the subsequent discussions.
The significant role of FECs in delivering LBS is well recognised by HEFCE.  Identifying the best way to support this mode of delivery will be addressed through the Council’s work on developing a consistent and coherent policy on the contribution of colleges to HE. This work is fundamental to ensuring that the HE that colleges provide is sustainable and properly embedded and supported within their overall strategy.
The report identified that a key to improving the sustainability of LBS provision is by collaboration between providers in terms of provision and marketing. HEFCE has identified a number of ways to support LBS projects through existing policies such as the Strategic Development Fund (SDF), Employer Engagement policy and Shared Services policy, although it is expected that proposals will address the inherent criteria of the policy in addition to responding to the findings of the review. 
Strategically important subjects
HEFCE continues to monitor all strategically important subjects through its Strategically Important Subjects Programme Board. The Advisory Group, now chaired by Sir Brian Follett, has been re-convened; the group's aim is to produce a paper, by June 2008, that reviews our policy towards strategically important subjects, and to advise HEFCE on whether that policy remains fit for purpose.
Annex A
	Recommendation
	Responsibility
	Actions

	Maintain an overview of the sustainability of the LBS sector at national and regional levels using the approach proposed in Annex G of the report [6.32]
	HEFCE
	The Regional Consultants of the three monotechnics have discussed issues relating to the sustainability of the monotechnics. Regional teams will continue to monitor the sustainability of the sector through existing mechanisms. 
The Institutional Risk process is regularly reviewed to ensure it takes account of emerging issues.  

	Work with the three monotechnic HEIs to ensure they each have a sustainable strategic plan which is responsive to national and regional LBS needs, and can be afforded on realistic income assumptions. Any continuing premium funding should be justified in terms of either ‘market failure’ or genuinely strategic provision. Evidence should be provided to support these statements [6.17]

	HEFCE and monotechnics
	Regional teams monitor the sustainability of institutions through their existing mechanisms. 

The small and specialist institutions premiums have been reviewed as part of the new HEFCE teaching funding method. The HEFCE Board has agreed to move both premiums into the mainstream grant for those institutions in receipt of less than 10 per cent and convert higher premiums into a targeted allocation, to be reviewed every five years. It was also agreed to keep LBS provision under review.  

	Convene a strategic discussion, involving key national and UK stakeholders, about the national requirements for the LBS subjects which are most relevant to national policy priorities [6.34]
	HEFCE
	HEFCE hosted two meetings, one to determine how to strengthen current land-based studies teaching provision to ensure it meets national needs and one to discuss how to improve the co-ordination of land-based studies research funding. Notes from these meetings are on our web-site at www.hefce.ac.uk/aboutus/sis/land.htm 

	Play a leading role in discussions to advance the interests of regional employment, skills and knowledge transfer in LBS. Other bodies such as Lantra and other Sector Skills Councils may be more appropriate to act as convenors of such discussions [6.35]
	Relevant bodies and HEFCE
	HEFCE is not intending to do further work on this specific area. Lantra already have work in place to achieve this and will contact HEFCE about any developments.  

	Work with the LSC to ensure that similar sustainability disciplines are applied to FECs with strategic HE provision, and that these institutions all have equal or appropriate access to capital grant and development funding to support their HE provision [6.27]
	HEFCE and LSC
	Circular letter number 27/2007 sets out the details of a pilot process for reviewing the HE strategies of FECs. 
We are also working with the LSC through the Joint Progression Strategy to address issues about progression from FE to HE. 
We provide capital funding for FECs that offer HE - either directly or, for franchised provision, through the HEI. The capital funding for FECs is calculated on the same basis as that for HEIs. Development funding has been built into the main HE grant for directly funded FECs since 2005.

 We are in discussion with the LSC about how we can align their project-based approach to funding capital for FE, with our allocations-based approach for HE. We are currently considering the possibility of looking at a joint approach for capital funding for FECs with large amounts of HE and for HEIs with large amounts of FE.

	Ensure that franchising institutions accept responsibility to notify HEFCE of proposed changes in strategic provision within the FECs and to develop effective partnerships with their FE partners (as proposed in HEFCE’s recent consultation document) [6.30]
	HEFCE and LBS sector
	Circular letter 17/2006 ‘Higher Education in Further Education Colleges’ outlines HEFCE’s approach to proposed changes in HE provision. It would be our expectation that HEIs notify us of changes in their own as well as franchised FEC provision.

	Seek to ensure that applied research in the LBS sector is given appropriate weight in the next Research Assessment Exercise [6.18]
	HEFCE
	This will be considered during the development of the new Research Excellence Framework process.

	Look favourably on proposals for collaboration from LBS providers, where these can help to improve sustainability of strategic provision, in bids to the Strategic Development Fund and other funds [6.41]
	HEFCE 
	Priority policy areas change from time to time and the SDF guidance reflects this. Strategically important and vulnerable subjects are linked to SDF as a priority. 

Regional teams will monitor interest in proposals and aim to avoid duplication of project coverage.

	Ensure they [monotechnics] have realistic and affordable plans for sustainability of their strategic LBS provision, including any franchised provision [6.19, 6.20]
	HEFCE and LBS providers
	HEFCE provides additional public funds for institutions in order to maintain diversity and protect provision of national or strategic importance that the market may not. Should there be any problem with sustainability of LBS provision, we would expect this to be picked up through the existing mechanisms set out above.
HEFCE wrote to the three monotechnics about this work, asking for their comments, in the context of the LBS review.

	HEIs with significant franchised LBS provision should ensure that their strategic planning and resource allocation processes do not disadvantage this provision relative to their directly-delivered HE [6.30]
	HEFCE
	This recommendation has been considered as part of the HE in FECs review. We will rationalise two existing codes of practice on indirect funding arrangements and agreements into one document, revising it to reflect the collaborative structural and management arrangements that we seek from institutions. We are in discussion with the Quality Assurance Agency to ensure that our revised code of practice dovetails with its guidance covering collaborative provision.

	Consider collectively whether they could do more to market LBS and to raise public and industry awareness of the profile and importance of the sector [6.39]
	LBS providers
	Should LBS providers, in particular the monotechnics, agree this is the best way forward, it is expected that they discuss collaborative proposals with their regional teams as part of the standard SDF process. 

	Examine the scope for collaboration and present proposals to HEFCE, and where appropriate regional bodies, to improve sustainability and the contribution of the LBS sector [6.19, 6.23, 6.39]
	LBS providers
	See action for recommendation 6.39
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