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Cross-Party Group on Universities 

Meeting notes  
Date of meeting 8.00am, Thursday 01 February 2018 

Location Conference Room A, Tŷ Hywel, National Assembly for Wales 

Present  Assembly Members: Hefin David AM; Mike Hedges AM; Jenny Rathbone 

AM; Mick Antoniw AM; Mark Isherwood AM.  

University Members: Elizabeth Treasure (Aberystwyth University); Karen 

Holford (Cardiff University); Maria Hinfelaar (Glyndŵr University); Richard B 

Davies (Swansea University); Louise Casella (Open University in Wales); Julie 

Lydon (University of South Wales); Jane Davidson (UWTSD); Amanda 

Wilkinson (Universities Wales); Beth Button (Universities Wales). 

Others: Ursula Kelly (Viewforth Consulting); David Blaney (HEFCW); Tom 

Griffin (University of South Wales); Elin Jones (NUS Wales); Cerith Rhys-

Jones (NUS Wales); Alexander Still (Office of Hefin David AM);  

Rhys Flowers (Secretary). 

 
1. Welcome and introduction from the Chair 

 

 Hefin David AM spoke of his previous background working in higher education. He went on 
to discuss the vital importance of universities for Wales and the need to ensure people from 
all backgrounds and parts of the country are able to share in the benefits that flow from 
them. 

 
2. Presentation and Q&A from Ursula Kelly of Viewforth 

Consulting on the economic impact of higher education in 
Wales 
 

 Ursula Kelly opened by saying it was the fourth such report she’s produced on Wales. She 
emphasised that while it measured economic impact (based on the expenditure of 
universities), it did not capture the wider benefits that universities bring to Welsh 
communities through its teaching, research work and other services. 

 In discussing the headline impacts, she spoke of how universities had got better at 
diversifying their incomes and it was important to understand the majority of staff were not 
academics. Instead, whilst it was not always recognised, universities provided hugely diverse 
employment opportunities. 

 In creating 4.8% of GVA, with their impact spread across the whole of the country, 
universities provided a bigger share and are relatively more important to the Welsh economy 
than universities are in other parts of the UK. 

 She emphasised that £544m of exports was a conservative estimate, with universities 
attracting significant money through channels such as research, consultancy, conferences 
and attracting high value visitors from the business world. 
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 The impact of international students was also described as “startling”, with every 3 non-EU 
international student creating 1 Welsh job, and 6 international students from elsewhere in 
the EU also creating an additional job. 

 In her closing remarks, higher education was said to be “part of the fabric of the Welsh 
economy”. Universities are more embedded in the economy than elsewhere in the UK and 
even areas in Wales with no university presence received a 25% economic boost from them.   

  

3. Wider discussion about the economic impact of Welsh 
universities 

 
 Following a question from Mick Antoniw AM about the interrelationship between Welsh 

universities and the wider world, there was a general discussion about the potential impact 
of a drop in international students and the need to find ways of countering this.  

 Hefin David AM suggested a trade deal arrangement for international students and 
discussion followed about the extent to which the UK Government was listening to the 
sector’s concerns. 

 It was noted that whilst there had been some “mixed messaging” from UK Government, 
there had recently been signs of promise that the concerns of the sector were being taken 
seriously. Further discussions were held about how international students brought 
“incredible benefits” in terms of culture, economic impact and soft power.  

 Hefin David AM and Professor Julie Lydon both agreed that there needed to be dialogue 
with Welsh Government to address concerns relating to international students and to 
explore options on post study working arrangements. 

 In response to fears that Welsh economic interests wouldn’t necessarily align with those of 
the rest of the UK, it was mentioned that work was already being done on “regionalisation” 
and that universities were looking at how they could support the economy during the post-
Brexit transition stage.  

 Mike Hedges AM spoke of post study working arrangements and how there was a need to 
address some of the economic challenges that were unique to Wales. David Blaney added 
that higher education needed to be seen as an export and there should be a concerted effort 
to endorse this. 

 Jenny Rathbone AM asked about the impact of falling student numbers, to which Professor 
Julie Lydon replied that universities had already been dealing with changing demographic 
issues for a number of years. Professor Richard Davies added that more needed to be done to 
make sure increasing numbers of Welsh children received a university education and 
especially address the lower numbers of applications to university from boys.  

 Wider discussions were held around what universities could do to spread their positive 
impact, with Louise Casella noting the increasing importance of degree apprenticeships and 
Professor Julie Lydon speaking of the collaborative work of universities in driving the 
widening access agenda. 

 Jane Davidson spoke of the need for Welsh Government to understand the economic 
importance of universities and the unseen – yet vital – contribution they make to areas such 
as rural Wales and the south Wales valleys. There was also a need to ensure the benefits of 
degree apprenticeships were spread across Wales. 

 In his closing remarks, Hefin David AM thanked all in attendance for their contribution and 
noted the key points from the research and meeting would be summarised and shared wider 
with Assembly Members. 


