
                                                                                  
 

 
 
 

 
page 1 of 3 

 

Cross-party Group on Universities 

Meeting notes  
Date of meeting 18.00pm, Wednesday 07 November 2018 

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

Present  Assembly Members: David Rees AM; Suzy Davies AM.  

University Members: Cara Aitchison (Cardiff Metropolitan University); Maria 

Hinfelaar (Glyndŵr University); Richard B Davies (Swansea University); Julie 

Lydon (University of South Wales); Colin Riordan (Cardiff University); Amanda 

Wilkinson (Universities Wales); Olivia Jones (Universities Wales). 

Others: David Blaney (HEFCW); Jane Johns (HEFCW); Lynette Thomas (Open 

University in Wales); Kieron Rees (Universities Wales); Ben Lewis (Cardiff 

University); Amy Sykes (Cardiff University); Sarah Andrews (Public Health 

Wales); Gwyneth Sweatman (NUS Wales); Cerith Rhys-Jones (NUS Wales); 

Luke Young (Office of Jeremy Miles AM); Ryland Doyle (Office of Mike Hedges 

AM); Phil Boshier (National Assembly for Wales); Rhys Flowers (Secretary). 

 
1. Welcome and introduction from the acting chair 

 
 David Rees AM opened the meeting by welcoming the attendees and sending apologies 

from the chair of the group, Hefin David AM. 

 
2. Student mental health: how the Healthy Colleges and Universities Framework can help 

Sarah Andrews, Head of Programme – Healthy Settings 
 

 Sarah Andrews began her presentation by outlining the background to the Healthy Colleges 
and Healthy Universities framework and explained what was meant by the “whole 
university” approach contained within it, which looks at a range of different factors such 
as the environment created for students and the services and support that was available 
to them. 

 She went on to discuss how the framework considered four key aspects of university life 
which helped to promote their health and wellbeing. 

 Through the framework support would be available to students “at the highest level” and 
there was active engagement with university staff and student bodies. 

 Members were informed that recent developments at Public Health Wales meant that in 
the future universities would have access to better data in connection with future cohorts 
of students entering higher education. 

 Sarah closed her presentation by giving a summary of some of the support and services 
that universities needed to provide, including creating safe environments for students to 
participate in university life and ensuring they felt confident in raising issues to do with 
their mental health and wellbeing. 
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3. Taking responsibility for creating and maintaining mentally healthy university 
communities 
Ben Lewis, Director of Student Support and Wellbeing, Cardiff University 

 
 Ben Lewis opened by saying that while historically mental health services had been 

reactive, there had been an increasing need for universities to provide professional 
services due to a big rise in demand and cuts to the NHS budget. He cited the experience 
of his own university, which had seen a rise from around 300 cases in 2013 to 5,000 this 
year. 

 NHS cuts have had a huge impact on demand with doctors increasingly telling students to 
seek support from their universities because of long waiting lists. However, he also 
pointed out that universities faced a challenge in the type of support they were able to 
give due to students’ time with them being finite. 

 A discussion was held on some of the positive steps taken by Cardiff University to help 
tackle the problem, including training 500 peer mentors who were able to provide mental 
health support as a first point of contact. They would also be launching their ‘Stepchange’ 
strategy in February 2019. 

 Ben closed by posing a series of practical questions to political decision makers, including 
the need to look at how the NHS refers cases to universities and the transition in support 
for students from their home life to university and subsequent disconnect between the 
two in terms of available data. 

 
4. Student mental health 

Gwyneth Sweatman, President, NUS Wales  
 

 Gwyneth Sweatman spoke about how mental health was a priority for students’ unions and 
for her tenure as president. 

 She outlined some of the measures taken by students’ unions across Wales to support 
those with mental health problems, including peer support, awareness days/weeks, events 
and an increase in digital services. 

 She then spoke about some of the challenges facing services, including a lack of digital 
support, students based in more rural areas / on multi-campuses, bilingual provision, staff 
training and pressure on NHS services. 

 Gwyneth closed by saying that a mental health advisory group had been formed and it 
would be publishing its recommendations early next year.   

 
5. A sector-wide approach 

Kieron Rees, Policy Adviser, Universities Wales  
 

 Kieron Rees spoke about the breadth and extent of the support services being provided by 
universities, which were also working with wider bodies to ensure the best possible 
support was provided. 

 He outlined some of the similar themes that had become apparent during the meeting, 
such as the whole university approach taken by institutions, along with the sharp increase 
in demand for services. 

 He emphasised that mental health was a priority for the sector and that the sector was 
working to develop a Wales-wide approach. He noted that universities were active 
members of HEFCW’s working group on mental health and were working with HEFCW on 
how universities could take forward a framework on mental health support for students.  
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 Kieron highlighted how universities were jointly funding the development of a Wales-wide 
learning analytics project with JISC which will provide universities in Wales with better 
data and the tools to make earlier interventions with students who need support.  

 Some of the UK-wide work being undertaken by Universities UK was also outlined, 
including a suicide prevention toolkit. 

 Kieron finished by re-emphasising that mental health was a priority for universities and 
that they were committed to exploring new ways of tackling the issue in the years ahead. 

 
6. Discussion session 
 

 David Rees AM thanked the contributors and spoke of the need to set goals to take the 
issue forward. He said that it was now a critical priority for the whole of society to 
address. 

 Suzy Davies AM spoke of the need to engage with the newly-established Welsh Youth 
Parliament and also expressed her surprise that the history of students’ mental health 
issues did not follow them from their home life to when they become students. She also 
spoke about whether there was potential for additional funding to address the impact the 
issue has on local health services around universities. 

 A snapshot of some of the issues discussed include: 
o The fact that GPs get additional funding for transient populations but not students 
o Patient confidentiality posed challenges for universities in trying to provide support 
o Universities were increasingly having to vastly increase resources and pay for 

counselling services due to long NHS waiting lists 
o While there was closer collaboration between schools and universities in Wales, it 

was pointed out that mental health issues often first arise before university and 
that better information flows were needed from schools to universities 

o A discussion was held on what extra support services were being provided for 
LGBT+ students, including specific trans pathways 

o Universities in Wales had a long history of collegiality and seeking collaboration 
across different sectors. This approach was also being implemented to help address 
mental health issues and other sectors should learn from this  

 Jane Johns said that HEFCW were developing an approach to health and wellbeing and 
that its next publication would be looking at this issue and the need to promote 
universities as “healthy places”. It was also noted that NUS, Unis Wales and HEFCW were 
putting on an event linked to this next year. 

 In closing the meeting, David Rees AM said that a future meeting of the group may want to 
report back on progress following next year’s event and the work of the task group. This 
may then present an opportunity to question Welsh Government over issues related to 
student mental health and have a positive input into future policies. 

 


