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About UCU: The University and College Union (UCU) is the largest trade union in
the post-16 education sector in the UK, representing 120,000 academic and related
members across the UK, and the largest union in the higher education sector in
Scotland with over 9,000 members in Scotland’s universities. As a democratic
trade union, UCU policy is determined by our annual congress with motions being
passed after being proposed by the union’s branches. UCU has longstanding policy
in support of free tuition most recently endorsed at our 2024 congress.

Underfunding of Scottish higher education: UCU members are at the hard end
of current cuts to universities, and the job cuts at Dundee, Edinburgh, Aberdeen,
the Robert Gordon University, the University of the West of Scotland and
elsewhere. Cuts mean workers losing jobs, courses closed and students’ education
being harmed with less teaching and support for students, alongside a diminution in
the breadth and depth of research.

There are many reasons for the difficulties being faced by universities including bad
decisions and planning by senior management; detrimental UK government policy
around immigration, and economic factors in the *home’ countries of international
students, but, in our view, the significant and underpinning reason is the long-term
underfunding of higher education by the Scottish Government, with funding for
teaching per student falling by 39% in real terms over the past 10 years.

Free tuition: UCU believes free tuition is a good policy. Every indication we have
seen from students in Scotland shows it has broad support amongst students and
student bodies. We know also from UCU members in England the cost to students
of amassing debts of up to £45,000.

Politicians know it is a popular policy too. At the most recent election in Scotland
(last year’s general election less than a year ago) Labour, the SNP, and the
Conservatives all confirmed their support for free tuition in their Scottish
manifestos. What is problematic is for the policy to be deliberately underfunded. If
politicians want to take the credit for free tuition, then they need to properly fund
it. That deliberate underfunding is the scandal of university funding in Scotland and
should be the sector’s focus rather than searching for solutions which puts students
into more debt, encourage increasing marketisation between universities and mean
students see their education only on a transactional basis. Universities in Scotland
are struggling financially but increasing Scotland’s reliance on exploitative fee
structures is not a sustainable solution, as evidenced by the crisis in higher
education in England and Wales.

For more information see ucu.org.uk/Scotland or email scotland@ucu.org.uk
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