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NEWS

Gold rush will harm research 
without tackling article fees
Government and RCUK open-access plans will hit 
funding, senior figure warns. Paul Jump writes

THE survey finds post-92s among those with eyes 
on the ceiling. John Morgan and Nick Mithen write

Fees holdouts 
head for the top

An offer of block grants to help uni-
versities meet the cost of open-access 
publishing will eat into research 
funding and fail to drive down the 
article fees charged by top journals, 
a research head has claimed. 

The warning from David Price, 
vice-provost for research at Univer-
sity College London, follows the gov-
ernment’s acceptance earlier this week 
of the recommendations of the Work-
ing Group on Expanding Access to 
Published Research Findings, chaired 
by Dame Janet Finch.

The government-convened group 
recommended last month that gold 
open access – under which authors 
pay to make their papers open access 
– should be mandated for all 
taxpayer-funded research in the UK. 

Research Councils UK’s new 
open-access policy, published in its 
final version earlier this week, stipu-

The first evidence has emerged that 
several universities plan to increase 
their tuition fees in 2013, with three 
post-1992 universities among those 
rising to the £9,000 ceiling.

Times Higher Education surveyed 
many universities that set their top 
fees below £9,000 in 2012-13 to ask 
what maximum fee has been pro-
posed for 2013-14. Of 14 that 
responded with their 2013 plans, 
eight said that they hoped to increase 
their maximum charges.

Heading for the £9,000 ceiling in 
2013-14 are Liverpool Hope, Shef-
field Hallam and York St John uni-
versities, which set 2012-13 
maximum fees at £8,250, £8,500 
and £8,500, respectively.

Fees for 2013 – which still cannot 
exceed £9,000 a year because the 
government did not raise the cap by 
inflation – remain conditional on uni-
versities reaching access agreements 
with the Office for Fair Access.

Cliff Allan, deputy vice-chancellor 
of Sheffield Hallam University, said 
its increase “includes an adjustment 
for inflation and puts us in line with 
comparative universities”.

He added: “The rise in fee level 
between 2012 and 2013 will result 
in marginal differences in the loan 
amounts which graduates will then 
have to repay when they are earn-
ing salaries over £21,000.”

The University of Derby con-
firmed that it plans to charge £9,000 
for degrees in education in 2013-14, 

with fees for other degrees on a slid-
ing scale from £7,700 to £8,800. Last 
year, its headline fee was £8,000.

Leeds Trinity University College 
said that for 2013 entry, undergrad-
uates on two-year degrees will be 
charged £9,000 a year, although stu-
dents pursuing a conventional three-
year degree will pay a maximum of 
£8,000 a year, the same amount as 
for 2012.

Bahram Bekhradnia, director of 
the Higher Education Policy Insti-
tute, said the scaling-back of the 
government’s margin system – 
which, for 2012, deducted a portion 
of places from each institution and 
reallocated them to those charging 
average post-waiver fees of £7,500 
or less – could be a factor in some 
of the fee rises.

Universities “that might otherwise 
have been obliged to reduce their 
costs don’t need to do so”, he said.

The government has cut its mar-
gin allocation from 20,000 to 5,000 
places amid warnings from “squeezed 
middle” universities – stuck between 
the elite and lower-cost institutions 
– that they faced a debilitating loss 
of student numbers over successive 
years.

The survey by THE also revealed 
that the London School of Econom-
ics plans to hold its fees at £8,500, 
and is therefore likely to remain the 
only Russell Group university charg-
ing less than £9,000.
john.morgan@tsleducation.com

lates that all research even partly 
funded by research councils must be 
made open access from April 2013.

The research councils will pro-
vide research organisations with 
block grants to cover article charges. 
If the journal of publication does 
not offer a gold open-access option, 
papers should be made available in 
open-access repositories within six 
months or 12 months for papers in 
humanities and social science.

According to Professor Price, this 
form of open access, known as 
“green”, would cost the sector much 
less than the extra £50 million to 
£60 million a year in transition costs 
estimated by the Finch group. 

However, Sir Paul Nurse, president 
of the Royal Society, has argued in a 
letter to David Willetts, the minister 
for universities and science, that green 
embargoes of less than 12 months will 

“significantly damage” learned soci-
eties, which rely on income from their 
subscription journals.

Of particular concern to Profes-
sor Price was the cost, under gold 
open access, of publishing in top 
journals because “it is not immedi-
ately obvious, under the new RCUK 
policy, that any mechanisms or mar-
ket pressure will be brought to bear” 
on the article fees they charge. 

He added that extra transition 
costs would be paid from within the 
existing research budget, “effectively 
reducing the funding available for 
the UK’s leading research”. 

Supporting that view was Wendy 
Piatt, director general of the Russell 
Group of large research-intensive uni-
versities, of which UCL is a member. 
“Spending…£60 million on gold open 
access is the equivalent of more than 
1,000 PhD studentships,” she said.

Sir Peter Knight, president of the 
Institute of Physics, said he hoped 
that it might “still be possible for 
government to find alternative 

means of covering these costs”.
The UK funding councils have 

meanwhile announced they will  
consult on a requirement that all 
research submitted to research excel-
lence frameworks beyond 2014 be 
“as widely accessible as may be rea-
sonably achievable at the time”.

Paul Hubbard, head of research 
policy at the Higher Education Fund-
ing Council for England, told an 
event hosted last week by the Society 
for Research into Higher Education 
that, in his view, academics should 
use journals only to record claims of 
ownership of significant findings. 

The desire to spark “conversa-
tions” – which motivated many pub-
lications – was best realised in online 
forums, he said. “I would encourage 
you to ask whether going through 
the complexity and delay of writing 
an article, having it peer-reviewed 
and possibly paying the journal to 
publish it is worth it.” 
paul.jump@tsleducation.com
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A sharp decline in the number of 
European students coming to the 
UK this autumn could have serious 
consequences for UK universities, 
a vice-chancellor has warned.

Malcolm Gillies, who leads Lon-
don Metropolitan University, said 
the dramatic fall in the number of 
applications by EU undergraduates 
to study at UK universities had been 
largely overlooked by the sector.

Higher education institutions 
were focused mainly on preserving 
their levels of non-EU students, who 
pay higher tuition fees and are out-
side student number quotas, Profes-
sor Gillies said.

Latest figures released by the Uni-
versities and Colleges Admissions 
Service show that 6,132 fewer EU 
students applied to UK universities 
for 2012 entry compared with the 
same time last year – a drop of 
12.9 per cent to 41,543 in total.

While those numbers represent 
a fraction of overall applicants – 
6.7 per cent of the 618,247 total – 
losing large numbers of EU 

undergraduates could harm many 
universities, Professor Gillies said.

“I am really worried about EU 
students,” Professor Gillies told an 
audience at a conference in Bristol 
organised by AMOSSHE, the student 

services organisation, on 11 July.
“We have seen 20 per cent drops 

in applications at some institutions, 
and acceptances will be falling 
because [in economic terms] Europe 
has got much sicker,” he said.

At the conference, Professor 
Gillies reasserted his determination 
to reduce London Met’s costs by 
merging its support services with 
those of nearby universities.

He said other institutions should 
examine whether they were paying 
too much for non-academic services. 

“We have to ask how much we 
have feather-bedded the costs of 
those services in our institutions if 
we cannot provide them cheaper 
than private institutions, given our 
20 per cent VAT rebate,” he said.

Three companies – BT Global, 
Capita and Wipro, an Indian IT and 
consultancy firm – are bidding for the 
London Met shared services contract, 
which could be worth up to £500 mil-
lion depending on how many univer-
sities are involved. Unions oppose the 
plans, arguing that London Met is a 
test case for the privatisation of sup-
port services across the sector.

The university is set to announce 
its preferred bidder towards the end 
of August.
jack.grove@tsleducation.com

Take note of continental cousins’ absence

Missions Accomplished? Research Successes Compared

Higher! changes in the margin system may be contributing to rises 
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Source: Hesa Performance Indicators in Higher Education in the UK 2010‑11

Data do not 
take into 
account 
changes in 
mission group 
membership 
set to take 
place next 
month. The 
measure of 
academic staff 
costs takes  
no account  
of the varying 
relative levels 
of resources 
spent on 
research and 
teaching.

Research performance 
indicators by mission group 
1 = sector average

Any others? EU undergraduate applications have fallen by 12.9 per cent 
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