
	  

	  

	  

	  

NI	  Executive	  and	  DEL	  Draft	  Budget	  2015-‐16	  
Consultation	  Response	  (29/12/14)	  

Queen’s	  University	  of	  Belfast	  Students’	  Union	  (QUBSU)	  

ABOUT	  US	  

Queen's	   University	   Belfast	   Students'	   Union	   (QUBSU)	   is	   the	   democratically	  
representative	  body	  of	  the	  students	  of	  The	  Queen's	  University	  of	  Belfast.	  

	  

CONTACT	  

	  -‐	  Ciarán	  Gallagher,	  President	  [su.president.qub.ac.uk]	  	  
	  -‐	  www.qubsu.org	  
	  



Introduction and Key Comments 
 
There are many well-publicised financial challenges facing Northern Ireland public 
services, including the impact of inflation and service demands, particularly in areas 
of health and justice and reduced levels of non ring-fenced Resource Departmental 
Expenditure Limits. 
 
Mindful of these challenges, it is the view of Queen’s Students Union that the current 
Draft Budget allocation to the Department of Employment and Learning must be 
reviewed to better support the overall key priorities of the Northern Ireland Executive. 
 
The current proposals will result in severe cuts to the funding of higher education.  
 
The cumulative damage caused by four years of cuts have left higher education 
provision at a tipping point where, if the current proposals are implemented, there will 
be long term damage done to the life of students, the level of investment into 
Northern Ireland, the job prospects of future generations and the economy of 
Northern Ireland. 
 
There must be a commitment from the Northern Ireland Executive and the 
Department of Employment and Learning to:  
 

• Maintain the current tuition fee cap 
• Maintain current levels of ring-fenced student support funding and bursaries 

available to educational institutions 
• An inflation-linked increase in student support funding 
• A reversal in the cuts to the Department of Employment and Learning outlined 

in the Draft Budget.   
• Maintain funding that supports entrepreneurism and enterprise in higher 

education, such as the NI Higher Education Innovation Fund (NIHEIF) - to 
ensure that our educational institutions and their graduates are equipped to 
meet the needs to employers and to be leaders in the NI economy of the 
future. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Northern Ireland Executive Priorities 
 
In the absence of an agreed Programme for Government over the next financial year, 
the Executive has agreed five key priorities. Investment in higher education directly 
supports three of these priorities: 
 
Priority 1: Growing a Sustainable Economy and Investing in the Future 
 
Priority 2: Creating Opportunities, Tackling Disadvantage and Improving Health and 
Well-Being 
 
Priority 5: Delivering High Quality and Efficient Public Services 
 
The learning and knowledge generated by the institutions of higher and further 
Education in Northern Ireland also contribute indirectly to the success of the 
Executive’s other two priorities. 
 
In its own right, higher education is an economic driver, employing more than fifteen 
thousand people, in addition to providing approximately eight thousand graduates 
each year – 90% of whom remain in Northern Ireland to contribute to the economy.  
 
Higher education also supports employment in other sectors – such as in 
construction, retail and facilities services  - as well as in innovation companies 
established to exploit intellectual property generated by universities in Northern 
Ireland. 
 
Higher education is a driver of innovation, knowledge exchange, debate and 
discussion within society, whose research and educational outputs generate 
economic development and growth. 
 
A well-funded and well-resourced further and higher education system is vital to 
enable Northern Ireland to respond to the two great economic drivers of our time – 
globalisation and technological innovation.  
 
Preparing a workforce, and developing the current workforce to transition from a 
large dependency on low value added areas to high value add areas, with a 
consequent increase in wages and living standards, is necessary to achieve the 
desired outcomes identified in the Northern Ireland Economic Strategy and the NI 
Executive’s Priorities for Sustainable Growth and Prosperity. 
 
Investing in education, improving skills and promoting enterprise, innovation and 
research & development is possibly the most important element in achieving the NI 
Executive’s aim of ‘rebalancing the economy’ - attracting private companies with an 
excellent graduate and postgraduate workforce and attracting private investment in 
quality research outputs from the universities in Northern Ireland. 
 
Access to further and higher education provision, as a public good, is a key driver of 
long-term social inclusion and social mobility. 
 
Ulster University and Queen’s University Belfast generate approximately £1.5bn for 
the local economy – far in excess of what they receive in core funding. 
 
 
 
 



The Impact of the Proposed Draft Budget 
 
The proposed reduction of 10.8% (from £756.2 to £674.4m) in the Department of 
Employment and Learning budget, when compared to the overall Draft Budget 
reduction of 2.1%, is clearly disproportionate. This is clearly the case when one 
considers the direct contribution of further and higher education to the economy of 
Northern Ireland and to the priorities of the Northern Ireland Executive.  
 
It contracts starkly with the 5.3% increase in the DETI non ring-fenced resource 
allocation. Increasing higher value added trade and investment requires a skilled and 
productive workforce, a workforce that will be greatly diminished is quality and 
quantity by the proposed DEL cuts. In addition, DETI initiatives related to the 
knowledge economy are reliant on innovation, research & development, collaboration 
between HE/FE and the private sector  - all of which will suffer as a result of the 
proposed cuts to the DEL budget. 
 
Queen’s University Belfast and Ulster University have already experienced an 18% 
reduction in core funding over the past four years. At present, universities in Northern 
Ireland are experiencing a funding deficit when compared with English and Scottish 
universities, to the tune of £1,000 - £2,500 per undergraduate student. 
 
Queen’s students have experienced a negative impact on their student experience 
and their ability to reach their potential and are of the view that any further cut to the 
DEL budget will bring higher education provision to a critical point – at which point 
the quality and quantity of educational experience offered will be severely diminished.  
 
The Government needs to secure investment in skills, qualifications and training to 
put students at the centre of future economic growth. 
 
Investment in education, HE and FE, is required to enable students from all 
backgrounds to reach their potential and maximise benefit to Northern Ireland. 
 
Even the threat of reducing the level of investment in further education has met with 
high levels of criticism from key employers and their representative groups, such as 
the CBI. 
 
The negative impact on the student educational experience and progression into the 
workforce will be multifaceted and have long-term adverse consequences for 
Northern Ireland: 
 

• Budget cuts will inevitably have a negative impact on the quality of education 
provided by Queen’s University Belfast – be it in the form of fewer contact 
hours between academics and students, larger class sizes, reduced access 
to quality academic resources (such as books, academic journals, and 
laboratory equipment).  

• UU and QUB have already indicated that the current Draft Budget proposals 
will lead to a loss of approximately 650 jobs in higher education. Many of 
these posts will be specialist in nature and the loss of experience and 
knowledge to the institutions cannot be quickly replaced. 

• The Draft Budget proposals are already having an impact, with Queen’s 
University Belfast and Ulster University reducing undergraduate places by 
1,100 from September 2015.  



• Reduced quality provision and course choice will drive the most talented 
students to study elsewhere – if they choose to study in England, Scotland or 
Wales, the NI Executive will still be financially contributing to their education, 
yet is it unlikely that these students will ever return to Northern Ireland. Of the 
students who go outside NI for their education only approximately one third 
ever return. 

• At present there is a propensity for students from certain sections of the 
community to undertake higher education outside Northern Ireland. A 
reduction in the number of available undergraduate places will further 
exacerbate this imbalance - leading to a graduate workforce in Northern 
Ireland that is not reflective of the population. 

• World-class teaching and research staff will not be attracted to, and remain at, 
a University that cannot support their work. 

• A reduction in the number of undergraduate or postgraduate places provided 
by the University will disincentivise employers from investing in Northern 
Ireland. An assurance of a steady stream of high quality graduates is 
continually referenced by employers as the key consideration when deciding 
to invest in NI. 

• Options for continuous professional development  - the reskilling and up-
skilling of the current and future workforce - will be reduced due to an under-
resourced higher education system. 

• Queen’s has recently been ranked in the UK top ten Universities for the 
quality and volume of its research (REF 2014), with 14 subject areas in the 
top 20 in their field across the UK. This leverages further research funding 
from funding councils and other organisations. Failure to invest in higher 
education will threaten this ranking and the associated research income 
leveraged by it. 

• The contribution of academic research to public policy discussions and in the 
social sciences will be reduced, leading to a less informed public at large. 
This is particularly concerning in Northern Ireland where there are a large 
number of public policy issues arising from the past, leaving a legacy of social 
exclusion, under-investment, inequality, the scars of mental and behavioural 
disorders amongst the population, and divided communities – evidenced by 
the tensions over issues such as flags, parading and the past. 

• There is a threat to the long-term heath and well being of the population of 
Northern Ireland by under-investment in the academic institutions that will 
provide the new medical/pharmacological discoveries and technologies that 
will lead to longer lifespans, a healthier population improve the productivity 
and outcomes from the Executive’s investment in healthcare. 

• The positive developments detailed in the Higher Education Strategy for 
Northern Ireland will be compromised as a result of these cuts. 

• Cuts to student support services, mental health services, careers services, 
clubs & societies, financial advice services and employability activities will 
affect the most vulnerable students and prevent all students from achieving 
their potential, both in the workplace and as citizens in Northern Ireland. This 
will have a negative impact on progression and retention rates. These cuts 
will include cuts to the core funding of Queen’s Students’ Union – which will 
lead to job losses and reduced representation and support for students at a 
time of need. 



• Any reduction in bursaries and student support funding will have a negative 
impact on retention and progression rates. Financial hardship is becoming 
ever more evident amongst students - with students increasingly relying on 
short-term credit and payday loans. The NUS-USI ‘Pound In Your Pocket’ 
research (which has been presented to DEL), indicates the level of hardship 
and financial concern experienced by students. Older students, student 
parents, disabled students, students from interface areas and students from 
low-participation areas are amongst the worst off in both financial wellbeing 
and in their finances overall. The Students’ Union Advice Centre, during the 
2013-14 academic period, 2,111 new case records were opened containing a 
total of 4,210 new issues. Of the 4,210 issues include 2,241 were classed as 
financial and 211 were classed as debt related. The Queen’s Students’ Union 
Advice Centre alone helped students manage over £625k of personal 
commercial debt in the past year. Student hardship is becoming student 
poverty and the Students’ Union at Queen’s is currently making provisions for 
access to a student food bank to deal with cases of students being incapable 
of financially supporting themselves. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Comments on Tuition Fees and Higher Education Funding 
 
The current gap in higher education funding must be addressed. Northern Ireland 
universities are operation at a financial disadvantage to their counterparts in England 
arising from cuts of 18% in funding form DEL over the past four years. The additional 
proposed 10.8% cut in the DEL budget in the 2015-16 financial year places a further 
strain on higher education funding. 
 
Whilst there have been political soundings in recent months by the First Minister and 
Finance Minister regarding a review of the current level of tuition fees, it is entirely 
inappropriate, regardless of the financial situation, that the long term funding of 
higher education be considered as a ‘quick fix’ in this moment of budgetary pressure. 
 
Queen’s Students’ Union is opposed to any increase in tuition fees, or changes in the 
current tuition fee arrangements, for the following reasons: 
 

• Education is a public good and should be primarily resourced by public 
funding. 

• Increasing the tuition fee cap will increase the level of non-Governmental 
funding received by universities, which will, over the long-term, lead to an 
‘American-style’ university system, creating a large disparity in quality 
between some institutions. Northern Ireland is too small a region to sustain 
such a model of education provision. 

• If Northern Ireland is to live up to its potential and be capable of offering 
opportunities to all who live here, it cannot afford the course closures and 
negative effects of competition created by a higher education market. 

• Increasing tuition fees creates a previewed ‘value’ of a particular course or 
institution. There can be no guarantee that institutions in Northern Ireland will 
benefit from a perceived ‘value’ or ‘quality’ metric, when compared with 
institutions in the UK, Republic or Ireland or the European Union.  This could 
lead to a further ‘brain drain’ from Northern Ireland. 

• Social mobility and widening participation efforts will be compromised, as 
those form lower socio-economic backgrounds will be deterred from 
committing to higher education as a result of the personal debts incurred. 

• Tuition fees will act as a barrier to education for those seeking to escape 
intergenerational poverty or joblessness and limit their readiness to 
participate in the labour market. 

• An increase in tuition fees is, in essence, an admission that the Northern 
Ireland Executive of today can only solve its financial problems by burdening 
future generations with debt. 

• Increasing tuition fees is unlikely to reduce the cost to the Executive of 
funding higher education; it merely defers some of the cost. 

• Increasing tuition fees in England and Wales has increased the level of non-
payment of student loans as students are in an employment market with 
stagnant wages, and therefore not reaching the required repayment threshold 
to commence payment of student loans. This has resulted in the withdrawal of 
the Westminster Government’s proposals to privatise the student loan book –
as it was not longer commercially viable. There is no evidence to indicate that 
an increase in tuition fees in Northern Ireland would result in a different 
outcome. 



• Due to stagnant wages, the ‘graduate salary’ premium earned by a graduate 
is reduced and there is much graduate under-employment. In lieu of students 
repaying these loans, the cost is ultimately borne by the taxpayer. Increasing 
tuition ultimately exposes the taxpayer to a long- term liability. 

• Graduate salaries, in line with other salaries in Northern Ireland, are lower 
than other areas of the United Kingdom. Increasing tuition fees, and the 
resulting loan repayments, will reduce ‘take home’ pay for graduates as loan 
repayments will form a greater percentage of their salary. This will reduce the 
income available to spend in the ‘real economy’. 

• Increasing tuition fees, as a replacement for direct public funding, will 
ultimately lead to an increase in the Annually Managed Expenditure 
component of the Northern Ireland budget – which will arise from an increase 
in student loans provisioning. This essentially transfers control of this element 
of expenditure away from the Northern Ireland Executive and gives control of 
this funding to the Westminster Government. 

• The ability of the Executive and the Department of Employment and Learning 
to direct the provision of higher education would be diminished as it’s position 
of key funder would be weakened. 

• The general trend across the European Union is to revert to publically funded 
higher education systems. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Proposed Alternative Sources of Funding 
 
The proposed cuts to DEL, of approximately £81.8m, can be reversed if the Northern 
Ireland Executive takes action to make budgetary savings in a number of areas: 
 

• Political leadership can lead to a reduction in the costs of division in society, 
supporting the delivery of services in the community in a manner that 
eliminates division, rather than entrenches it.  

 
• This is particularly evident in the provision of education in Northern Ireland. 

Capital investment can be used to offset the costs of a transition to less 
segregated schooling provision, making the consequent savings in the non 
ring-fenced Resource DEL budget available for Further and Higher Education. 

 
• The costs to society arising from division extend beyond the headline issues 

of segregated communities, flags, parading and the past. The costs of these, 
and other sources of division, should form the basis of additional funding from 
the UK Government, in recognition of the troubled and divided history of 
Northern Ireland. This would enable Northern Ireland to invest in its future, 
without being burdened by consequences of decades of underinvestment 
from the UK Government. 

 
• Some of the funding for the Social Investment Fund (SIF) could be diverted to 

DEL as the department can contribute to achieving the goals of the SIF in the 
areas of skills and training, widening participation and access to education. 

 
• The £30m allocated to the Change Fund could be transferred to the DEL 

budget. Supporting skills development and education in the workforce would 
lead to greater value added employment and generate additional economic 
activity.  

 
• The non ring-fenced budgets of other departments should be examined to 

achieve a more equitable share of financial retrenchment across departments, 
rather than disproportionately reducing the budget of DEL. 

 
• Secure a deferral or alternative payment structure for the £64.3m allocated to 

service RPI loans in the 2015-16 period. 
 

• Seek to increase productivity and achieve enhanced outcomes in the 
provision of public services though the existing workforce. 

 
• Investment in Further and Higher Education must be protected against any 

cuts arising from the Executive’s proposals to introduce a reduced rate of 
corporation tax. The availability of a skilled workforce is a prerequisite for any 
employer seeking to establish a base in Northern Ireland. 

 
• Investment in education and skills, through Further and Higher Education is 

an absolute necessity, to ensure that the economy can support the predicted 
demand for value add jobs that will be created by any proposed reduction in 
corporation tax. 


