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Foreword

I took on the Chair of the then Universities
Scotland Efficiency and Effectiveness
Committee (USEEC) in 2018. 

Since then two significant factors have
dominated our approach to efficiencies. Firstly,
our focus on climate change has intensified as
we respond to the climate emergency as
organisations. Secondly, our highly
internationalised sector has experienced two
unprecedented years of response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. 

The sector has demonstrated its highly
collaborative nature in responding to both of
these challenges: across professional groups;
across institutions; and in partnerships across
the public, private and third sectors. There
have been remarkable achievements in the
‘now’. 

There is also an important and active thought
as to what changes arising from necessity
might be sustained and invested in for the
medium to long term, just as digital
investment provided a foundation for our
operational pandemic response. That ability to
invest is linked closely to our pursuit of
efficiency. The sector has consistently
achieved more than the Scottish
Government’s expectations of public bodies
that they achieve 3% year on year efficiency
savings, savings that can be re-invested.

Professor Craig Mahoney was Convenor of the Universities
Scotland Efficiency and Climate Emergency Committee
(USECEC) between 2018 and 2021.

 

In particular, we should celebrate the partnership
between universities and the NHS and the sector’s
contribution to national effort to address the
pandemic more broadly. The direct impact of
research and of staff and students is rightly valued
and in this report we have presented some of the
other stories that are perhaps less well-recognised.

 

"The sector has consistently
achieved more than the
Scottish Government’s
expectations of public bodies
that they achieve 3% year on
year efficiency savings,
savings that can be 
re-invested."

The sector is also striving to meet the challenges of
the climate emergency. Alongside the significant
impact of universities' research and teaching, they
also have a commitment to transform their own
operations across a highly internationalised, >£3bn
sector. As we look to our next workplan, this will
take central importance and is reflected in the
change in the Committee’s name. 
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This report presents USECEC’s initial
consideration of how the flexibility,
collaboration and resourcefulness evident in
our actions to date can inform our response
to the climate emergency and  build back as
we come out of the pandemic. This will involve
envisioning the direction of digital
transformation, reflecting on changes to the
pattern of use of the physical estate,
extending collaboration among professional
services within the sector and building on the
good relationships developed with other
sectors and public services during the
pandemic. These reflections shaped USECEC’s
work plan for 2021-2024.

This report follows the Scottish Funding
Council's (SFC) 2021 Review of Coherent
Provision and Sustainability. USECEC welcomes
the report’s emphasis on sustainability and
collaboration and looks forward to working
with SFC on revisions to the Outcome
Agreements.
 
Mindful of the sector’s national
responsibilities, USECEC has developed its
plans with reference to the Scottish
Government’s National Performance
Framework and the UN Sustainable
Development Goals.

I am grateful to the sector groups and
networks for their energy and ongoing
commitment to this agenda. I wish the group
every success with its work going forward.
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APUC (Advanced Procurement for Universities and Colleges)2

Higher Education Business Continuity Network (HEBCoN)1

universities and colleges information system association (ucisa) and HEIDS3

HE/FE Shared Technology and Information Services (HEFESTIS)4
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USECEC brings together professional groups and sector networks in support of the  mutual
aim of increased efficiency, effectiveness and meeting higher education's environmental
responsibilities. They are:

Our partners 
on the efficiency journey

The following pages set out the distinctive contribution that each professional network
makes to this collaborative agenda.

5 Lean HE Scotland



1. Higher Education Business Continuity
Network (HEBCoN)

HEBCoN is a network of Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs) in the UK and Ireland who are committed to sharing
and promoting good practice in Business Continuity
Management (BCM), risk management and emergency
planning.

HEBCoN became a professional body in 2007 and has
since grown considerably. Led by an Executive Committee
and Regional Chairs, it offers expertise and support to its
members in all aspects of business continuity. Members
are able to access a wide range of benefits, from
networking with professionals to attendance at training
events and being able to access a library of resources.

In the face of the pandemic, professional staff in Business
Continuity Management (BCM) have been central to
emergency response teams in universities across Scotland. 

APUC is the Centre of Procurement Expertise and
procurement shared service jointly owned by all
Universities and Colleges in Scotland. Its objective is to
maximise the value of Scotland’s investment in further
and higher education by working in partnership with
institutions to support and enable sustainable
innovation in procurement and shared service
optimisation. It is a national leader in collaborative
procurement with 175 collaborative framework
agreements available to the sector, either led by them
or put in place with partner collaborative procurement
organisations across the UK. 

APUC's Hunter & Supply Chain Management (SCM)
web-based tools are ever-developing resources to
ensure well-informed procurement. SCM now provides
a platform for both individual and collective supplier and
contract management as well as providing a tool for the
collection of statistical and responsible business data
on the sectors’ supply chains. 

The most recent figures (2020/21) show that APUC
secures around £33 million of savings over market
prices annually or £12 million relative to prices
previously paid. APUC analyses the spend of
institutions each year to identify further opportunities for
collaborative procurement and to offer individual
support with procurement to achieve more savings.

APUC either led or facilitated agreements covering
around 40% of the procurement spend of Scottish HE
and FE in recent years. This gives member institutions
and wider collaborative partners considerable leverage
in their dealings with suppliers, on matters such as
modern slavery and fair work, thereby giving institutions
assurance in relation to ethical supply.

Further to the UK and Scottish Governments’ Declaration of a
Climate Emergency, APUC and its member institutions have 
materially increased the focus on addressing the issues
associated with climate change. Supplier Climate Change
Emergency Response information is now collected through
the SCM tool.

Additionally, APUC have developed a supply chain emissions
reporting tool based on the UK Government's DEFRA
(Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs)
calculation methodology, that enables each institution to be
able to analyse the climate impact of the vast majority of their
spend, down to the category and even supplier level, and
track it over time. This tool will continue to be developed
moving forward. Guidance has been developed in six
identified HE/FE Priority Impact Areas of Climate Change
(PIACCs). APUC sits on the Universities Scotland
Responsible University Group Scotland (RUGS) and the
College Development Network Climate Emergency Experts
Group. 

APUC plays a lead role in the collaboration among the HE
procurement consortia (UKUPC) across the UK and provides
much of the system infrastructure used by them. The APUC
Hunter tool is being used by all UKUPC consortia and an
enhancement using e-Solutions enabled all consortia to
readily record information in relation to COVID-19 and
impacts on the supply of high priority goods and services,
such as PPE. 

Its eLearning modules and its face-to-face training
programme are heavily used by staff in institutions, and its
management trainee programme is seen as a highly
successful exemplar, with it just having recruited its sixth
cohort.
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The universities and colleges information systems
association (ucisa), working as a UK-wide member-led
professional body, draws together the collective and
individual expertise of the people leading and supporting
digital transformation and services in education. Its key
strength is its ability to channel the collective expertise of
individual members for the benefit of all. From March 2020
it has provided 82 online events providing peer-to-peer
professional development, demonstrating ucisa’s
responsiveness to the needs of its members during the
pandemic. 

 

CISO-Share which provides Universities and Colleges with a tailored
Information Security Service to meet their individual requirements;

DPO-Share which provides Universities and Colleges with a Shared
Service Resource Data Protection Officer to meet their individual
requirements; 

Change-Share which provides members with a range of Project
Management & Change Management professionals ranging from Business
Analysts to Programme Directors. 

new services to the sector one of which will underpin Circular ICT and
directly support sectoral contributions to climate reduction initiatives. 

4. HE/FE Shared Technology and Information Services
(HEFESTIS) 

HEFESTIS is a not-for-profit Shared Service organisation, jointly owned by
member institutions across the Scottish University and College sectors. It
provides tailored shared services to institutions. Over 35 institutions enjoy the
benefits of using the shared services. These include:

HEFESTIS recognises the benefits of shared and collaborative services to
ensure efficiency in its own operations: its corporate services are provided by
APUC for Finance, HR and Company Governance.
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3. ucisa and HEIDS

ucisa demonstrates the power that a UK-wide body can
wield with, for example, major software providers,
achieving agreements and changes to supplier practices
during the pandemic that have directly benefitted
Scotland’s universities. ucisa’s recent report [1], co-
authored with Microsoft, advances the understanding of
digital transformation in HE, using the 3Ds
characterisation [2] which sees a move from digitisation
(e.g. getting data online) through digitalisation (using
digital technologies to transform operations) to achieve
digital transformation, being coordinated cultural change.
The Scottish sector is well-advanced on its digital journey
and the report sets the direction for its post-pandemic
digital transformation.

HEIDS (Higher Education Information Directors in
Scotland) is a recognised Regional Directors group of
ucisa and a member of ucisa’s Leadership Council. HEIDS
is developing a planning statement to maximise the benefit
of its relationship with ucisa. This has already been
evident in HEIDS’ widely-informed contribution to SFC’s
review of Digital.

ucisa recognises that the culture of collaboration in the
higher education sector in Scotland, notably through the
collaborative achievements of APUC, HEIDS and
HEFESTIS, demonstrates what can be achieved in
infrastructure, service provision and resilience; collective
defence in relation to cyber-security; and innovation in
shared service development. It is pleased to support and
transport the best practice, initiated in Scotland,
throughout the UK.



Lean HE Scotland is a network representing
continuous/business improvement staff in Scottish
universities. Collectively, Lean HE Scotland aims to ensure
that continuous improvement philosophies and practitioners
within HE themselves are always improving. 

Lean approaches to continuous/business improvement are in
widespread and regular use across universities and have
been applied to service activities including finance, libraries,
accommodation and are now increasingly being embedded
into teaching and research activity. 

Lean HE Scotland has demonstrated the benefit of a strong
network of professionals in respect of sharing good practice
through events, held before and through the pandemic. This
includes work on business improvement of enquiry
management and consideration of a “Change” shared service
to also include Business Analysis and Project Management.
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Contribute to policymaker’s understanding
of the sector’s contribution to Scotland’s
recovery from COVID-19 pandemic and the
challenges and opportunities of the future.

Develop plans for a circular ICT shared
service, for use across the Scottish tertiary
sector, and potentially to be accessible to
other sectors in Scotland.

Work on enhancing shared services and
sharing of services in Scottish HE.

Introduce a new HR workstream to the
USEEC 3-year work programme.

The priorities of the Universities Scotland
Efficiency and Effectiveness Committee (USEEC),
now USECEC, in the period 2017-2020, were to: 

During this period we also witnessed a
remarkable and immediate adaptation to the
challenges of the pandemic, from early 2020,
both for the sector and for society more broadly,
most notably meeting the medical response.
These are reflected on in more detail below.

USECEC has almost entirely completed the work
in its 2017-2020 work plan. This is reported in full
in the epilogue to the 2021-2024 workplan. 

The impact of collaborative procurement through
APUC continues to have a significant impact on
university costs, creating savings that can be re-
invested.

Shared services provide cost-effective support
in key areas, including cyber-security and data
protection. The work plan for 2017-2020
involved investment in digital transformation
which has proved its worth in supporting the
pivot to online learning and remote working
that the pandemic necessitated. Smaller scale
improvements such as the adoption of e-
invoicing for the HE supply base, which is now
universal, and numerous business process
changes have continued to enhance the
effectiveness and efficiency of the sector. 

USECEC will bring forward further opportunities
for shared services and the development of a
workstream for HR from the last work plan into
the next, for 2021 to 2024.

The Committee’s membership includes a lead
for each professional service area or sectoral
centre of expertise across Scotland. This
coverage of digital, finance, estates, HR,
governance & administration, business
improvement, and procurement is enhanced by
the links members each have to the relevant
group for their professional area.

The following page includes some
examples of efficiency and shared services
in action on the ground in institutions.
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In 2012 the University of Aberdeen, Robert Gordon University,
Aberdeen College, and Banff & Buchan College agreed to pool resources
and jointly invest in a single state-of-the-art shared data centre, based at
the King’s College campus of the University of Aberdeen. 

The major objective was to spearhead a shared-service approach, while
delivering significant institutional savings. It features an energy-efficient
design with decreased complexity and operational footprint whilst
maintaining quality of service to all participants. The capital funding for
the upgrade project was provided entirely by the four partner institutions.

This pioneering data centre has reduced the collaborators’ carbon
footprint by more than 1,400 tonnes annually, as well as cutting energy
bills by more than a quarter of a million pounds each year. In addition,
Aberdeen City Council are now running key production services from this
data centre.

 

LEAN approaches to continuous/business improvement are in
widespread and regular use across universities. Heriot-Watt
University used MS Power Automate to standardise its
administrative tasks and approvals such as the appointment of
external examiners. At the University of Strathclyde's Advance
Forming Research Centre, a continuous improvement project
considered customer quotations. Reviewing the process was
essential in order to produce quotations more quickly, more
accurately and in a more cohesive way. Changes implemented
included creating standard operating procedures which put
customers' needs at the forefront and also a proactive process with
clear timescales with staff working together to produce quotations.
There was a 22% increase in productivity, a 52% reduction in the
time taken to create and send a quotation to the customer and
increased skills and ability to expand the customer base.

The StrathReps project, a collaboration between the University of
Strathclyde and the University’s Students’ Association, aimed to accelerate
the election and training of student representatives. Placements in the
project team and stakeholder engagement workshops ensured students
were involved throughout the creation of the new system. 

The platform solution, developed using leading-edge digital technologies,
has standardised processes and reduced staff admin time while amplifying
the student voice on campus. The whole process of submitting nominations,
voting and announcement of results is now completed within just three
weeks and rep training can be completed shortly afterward. 

This project was named the winner in the 2021 Sparqs Partnership Initiative
category of the biennial awards which focuses on student partnerships in
quality.

The project became even more important during the pandemic provided a
remote way for reps to be democratically elected; facilitated two-way student
feedback; and enabled communication between reps and departments when
they couldn’t meet in person. The platform supported the quick growth of a
community of over 650 reps, who were geographically dispersed and found
themselves in the most difficult of circumstances.
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The pandemic, and the need to act
swiftly in March 2020, created a unifying
mission. This brought together
emergency response teams of senior
staff in each university, across
professional and academic areas
(supported by staff with data analysis
and business continuity expertise), to
agree and direct the actions needed to
be taken to achieve the pivot to remote
working for professional and academic
staff, online learning for students and
continuation of research.  

As Deborah Green, CEO, Universities
and Colleges Information Systems
Association (ucisa), said:

“Thanks to the heroic
efforts of University
and College IT staff at
every level, the almost
herculean task of
enabling remote
working for students,
lecturers, researchers,
academic leaders and
support staff was
achieved at pace in
March this year.” 

All universities in Scotland achieved the pivot from
on-campus activity to remote learning and working
using digital platforms. It required work by many
staff over a very short time period, to ensure that
staff and students had the equipment they needed
to work or study from home, and that access could
be provided to all software and resources that
would be required. Communication systems were
reconfigured to maintain effective contact; this
provided a substitute for one-to-one student
counselling and other support meetings. Not all
staff or students had good internet access at home;
dongles and data packages were provided where
possible, although this aspect requires further focus
in the years ahead. 

The foundations for the digital pivot had been
developed over many years through planned
investment in digital platforms such as VLEs (Virtual
Learning Environments), which all students were
used to accessing for their learning resources and
assessments. Libraries were already offering laptop
loan schemes and investment in electronic
resources had reduced the need for access to
physical books and journals. Video platforms were
available for teaching and meetings. The pivot was
not cost-free, requiring more physical equipment to
address digital poverty and to ensure adequate
home workstations for all staff. There was significant
additional investment in licences to develop and
operate the VPN, VDI and MFA systems that
provided secure access to online platforms and
resources.

In all of this, the collaboration between the sector’s
senior staff and the collaborative approach to
procurement has meant that the sector has
invested effectively and efficiently. An approach it
will continue to pursue.

9

Responding to the pandemic:
Digital [3]



Prior to the global pandemic, the University of Dundee had
taken the strategic choice to move its learning management
system, Blackboard, to the cloud. This approach enabled the
university to seamlessly increase the capacity and bandwidth
available when remote learning became a reality on a vast scale.
The University of the West of Scotland had invested in a new
social learning platform that was extended to support increased
remote learning. 
Strathclyde installed a virtual desktop so that students could
remotely access software that was normally only available on-
campus in labs. Students could then access this on almost any
device.
Many universities, including Aberdeen, Edinburgh Napier
University made use of Apps Anywhere tab on desktops and
similarly, Dundee was able to make software applications
remotely available to students. This typically gave access to over
400 applications. 
Strathclyde integrated a proprietary video platform to its VLE
and with single sign-on to its Active Directory over the space of a
weekend to ensure students had access to video platforms.
Investment in VOIP (Voice over Internet Protocols) enabled staff
to continue call centre operations, such as for admissions,
remotely from home. 
The Open University augmented their service with Web Chat for
the first time. 

The digital pivot - real-world examples

 
 
 

Digital accessibility

Ensuring that all students are able to participate
fully in all aspects of their learning was even
more important during the pandemic, when there
are no opportunities for face-to-face, informal
and social learning. Information services
developments follow the Web Content
Accessibility guidelines so that students with
special requirements are equally able to access
content on any device. Strathclyde’s recent
development of its PEGASUS web portal and
Aberdeen’s similar emphasis on ensuring
accessible content illustrate the sector’s focus on
the student experience. Investment in lecture
capture videoing has also supported diverse
learning needs.  

Partly supported by additional funding made
available by SFC, all universities provided
laptops to qualifying students to combat digital
exclusion. Dundee University’s remote access
solution has enabled students to log in to the
library computers. 
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During the pandemic, there was a clear
moral imperative for HE to work with other
sectors and organisations to contribute to
the pandemic response. This was in
addition to ensuring the experience and
wellbeing of both its staff and students, as
well as continuing the education and
research missions of each university. 

The sector contributed to the national
effort, addressing the pandemic in multiple
ways including; contributing world-ranking
research, the development of graduates in
a range of clinical, scientific, public health
and analytical disciplines, and the loaning of
essential medical equipment and PPE to the
NHS. During the pandemic, professional
groups met much more regularly than usual
to ensure the rapid exchange of
information, best practice, and equipment
to each other and the NHS.

Support provided also included clinical staff
returning to the NHS and the wide range of
students in medical and allied health
professions who entered the workforce through
early graduation and placement. When testing
and vaccination centres were established,
university staff and students volunteered in
large numbers. The sector also contributed to
the establishment and running of the
temporary NHS Louisa Jordan hospital in
Glasgow. 

The examples provided here show a significant
range of collaborative responses to the
pandemic from provision of major testing
facilities to smaller scale loans of equipment. 

These were all the right things to do, but also
demonstrated the preparedness of the sector,
its flexibility, and the strength of its
collaborative networks.
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The University of Glasgow Lighthouse Laboratory was one of
only four UK Lighthouse Laboratories and the only one to be based
in a university.  It was dedicated to mass-testing of samples for
COVID-19 and processed over 12 million tests so far. It worked in
collaboration with drug discovery service company BioAscent, the
University of Dundee, the Scottish Government and the Cancer
Research UK Beatson Institute. Funding was awarded by the UK
Government as part of the national response to the pandemic. The
lab contributed to national data on virus prevalence, COVID
genetic variants, and also processed samples for vaccine trials. At
its setup stage, it was supported by a staff secondment from the
University of Dundee and by Glasgow Caledonian University,
which provided polymerase chain reaction equipment. 

Scotland’s Rural College, working together with the Moredun
Research Institute, supported the NHS with COVID-19 testing by
providing extra capacity for vital testing of samples within their laboratory
facilities at Pentlands Science Park in Midlothian.

The University of Edinburgh provided space, staff and equipment to
create additional clinical testing capacity for NHS Lothian. Edinburgh
Napier University provided staff to support the establishment of testing
facilities.

The University of Aberdeen digital research and management team
supported NHS Grampian during the initial COVID-19 response by
providing data for the shielding list; providing support for the modelling of
data (e.g. dashboards for modelling hospital admissions; modelling the
very early clusters in positive test cases (early track and trace) and
modeling ward data, leading to some clinical changes. The team also
assisted in monitoring the shielding population and the impact on their
health. The Directorate of Digital and Information Services at the
University also provided significant training on MS Teams to NHS
Grampian staff during a very rapidly rollout at the start of the pandemic. 

Across Scotland in the early stages of the pandemic, universities responded to the needs of the NHS and care sectors for
personal protective equipment. Universities including Dundee and Robert Gordon provided laboratory stocks of PPE to
the NHS, as did the University of St Andrews providing 11,500 face masks by April 2020 which it donated to NHS Fife
and Tayside, with around 30,000 gloves, 3,000 aprons, 500 hairnets, and 250 face masks donated to local care homes.
Queen Margaret University donated PPE to St Columba’s Hospice.

Many universities used their 3D printing expertise, often linked to schools of engineering, to provide printed visors and
other face coverings. These include the Univesity of Edinburgh (which made 12,000 face shields); as well as the
Universities of Dundee, Glasgow, St Andrews, Stirling, Edinburgh Napier, Highlands and Islands and West of
Scotland. West of Scotland also provided ear protectors to significantly enhance the comfort of PPE masks. 

Supported by up-to-date asset registers, universities were able to identify equipment in clinical practice suites and
biological sciences laboratories that could be provided to hospitals and NHS laboratories. For example, Queen Magaret
University lent the Louisa Jordan Hospital a mobile X-Ray Unit. Hospital beds were provided by Stirling and over
£100,000 worth of equipment by West of Scotland. Edinburgh Napier, Glasgow Caledonian and the University of the
Highlands and Islands also lent beds and equipment to their NHS partners. 

Provision of PPE and other equipment
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As universities pivoted to online learning and
remote working, supported by the prior
investment in the sector’s digital
infrastructure and its skilled and resourceful
staff, the operation of the physical estate had
to be adapted rapidly too. 

Student accommodation had to be adapted to
comply with physical distancing restrictions
and hygiene guidance and welfare support
was provided for students in self-isolation.

Student-facing services (from student
admissions to graduation) and the
representation, co-curricular activities, and
advice provided by students’ associations all
had to adapt to online engagement. The
training that would support these changed
ways of working had to be delivered online.

Services and financial transactions previously
available in person all had to be achieved
securely by staff working from home,
requiring changed working practices on the
part of HR and Finance. Meetings from the
shortest one-to-one chat to the full formality
of University Court meetings had to be
supported online with secure processes and
platforms for document handling.

When a limited return to campus was
permitted, prior investment in estates
databases, timetabling, and room allocation
software proved invaluable. Universities were
able to calculate room occupancy limits,
develop timetables, and establish campus
navigation to meet physical distancing
requirements. Universities also ensured that
students had access to safe study spaces to
enable self-directed learning outside of formal
teaching settings. 

Estates had to procure and configure sufficient
classroom, laboratory, and practical space to
enable some face-to-face teaching and
essential practical and laboratory work to take
place; two-metre physical distancing typically
reduced the capacity of a large lecture theatre
to some 20% of its number of seats. 
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Universities had previously invested in
customised smart-phone apps that
students were used to using for their
timetables, to book rooms or to make
appointments; these were adapted for the
booking systems put in place to manage
access to libraries and study spaces and to
register students and staff on campus for
safety and track-and-trace purposes.

All institutions recognised the role of
ventilation as a mitigation of the risk of
COVID-19 and followed guidelines to
maximise fresh air intake in systems and
use of natural ventilation as much as
practically possible. In order to account for
the huge variety of building types and space
arrangements on campuses, universities
assessed a wide range of data engineering
staff and external professionals to assist
the determination of the safe use of rooms
across campus sites.

The sector has displayed continuing
flexibility and resourcefulness when a
further lockdown and second pivot to
predominantly online was required early in
2021. 

The sector is able to reflect on what was
achieved during the pandemic to inform a
well-planned future for the sector and an
efficient and effective build-back.
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The University of Dundee’s Finance Transformation
programme in 2019, accompanied the implementation of
a new finance system with a transformation of business
processes. This supported university-wide business
continuity of finance activities throughout the pandemic,
from a streamlined approach to approvals, including
elements of self/preapproval, to Intelligent Character
Recognition for purchase invoice processing. It also
generated considerable efficiency savings. 
The OU in Scotland adopted new technology to allow
payments to be taken by staff working at home in line
with PCI secure payments standards. 

Financial process improvements 

Effective remote working

APUC exemplifies the experience of many others in the sector
as it successfully switched to entirely homeworking during the
pandemic.Procurement Strategy Groups, its AGM and Board
meetings (as well as all other operational meetings) were all
conducted via a video platform. With the exception of a small
number of tenders that were rescheduled to ensure full market
engagement, the contracting activities have not been
negatively impacted by the pandemic.

APUC has also ensured that the opportunities for economies
that this has presented within its internal operations have been
retained and savings achieved from this deferred into the
2020/21 financial year for use in strategically important
projects that will bring collaborative benefit to the HE/FE
sectors. 

Across the sector there are many examples of training developed for academic and professional staff to help them
operate remotely. This training had, of course, to be delivered online. 
Edinburgh University launched a new concept for leadership and management development which continued to offer a
structured programme with built in agility to adapt to the changing needs of the organisation. 
The Open University in Scotland has converted in-person training to online, to support recruitment of new student
facing staff. 
Strathclyde University's Continuous Improvement Team developed new products including Team Based Innovation
and Effective Team Remote Working, to meet immediate needs. New online facilitation and communication tools were
sourced to support these innovations. Training needs of academic staff have also been met through online delivery, to
assist in transforming the traditional on-campus lecture experience into a blended, active learning pedagogy that enables
students to study from home as well as on campus.

Training delivered online

Library resources shared

During the pandemic every university provided a loan service
for students that they could access at their nearest university
library while they were not permitted to travel to their own
university’s campus. There were also significant investments in
additional e-content to help ensure that students had access to
appropriate material for teaching. 
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The sector has shown what it is capable of
with the unifying mission of the pandemic
to focus minds and incentivise collaboration
and action. This was possible as many
existing barriers to change were
collaboratively removed, an approach that
will need to be retained to continue to
facilitate rapid and widespread impact. 

In the discussions that have informed the
development of this report, USECEC has
started its consideration of how the sector’s
evident flexibility, collaboration, and
resourcefulness can inform a more efficient
and effective build back coming out of the
pandemic. This will involve envisioning the
direction of digital transformation;
reflecting on changes to the pattern of use
of the physical estate; extending
collaboration among professional services
within the sector; and building on the good
relationships developed with other sectors
and services during the pandemic. 

The sector will not face simple binary
choices in how it will deliver services in the
future. For instance, physical spaces may
change as many professional services staff
have valued being able to work from home

and work as productively as they would on
campus, but collaborative space that
enables present and remote staff to
interact more effectively may be needed.
Any change in the balance of online to on-
campus learning will not automatically or
immediately reduce the amount of physical
space required. 

It will be important to listen to key
stakeholders, notably students, to ensure
that changes made are for the better.
Many students (coping in small rooms,
potentially with inadequate equipment)
have missed the social and collaborative
dimension of learning and for many their
mental health and depth and breadth of
learning experience has been impaired.
The digital developments that have
supported remote learning can be
expected to be retained and used in
addition to, not in place of, face-to-face
teaching and on-campus learning. For
some, remote learning has been more
inclusive, for example, those with
disabilities or international partners where
closer relationships have developed. 
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USECEC is committed to addressing climate
change and reducing climate emissions.
This will be central to universities’ plans for
the configuration and quality of physical
space and for developing digital
infrastructure. Reduction in commuting and
less travel generally, for example through
committees and conferences not always
being held in person, will reduce climate
emissions, as would encouragement to use
more sustainable means of transport. 

Universities plan their estates strategies
over a variety of time periods. The need for
and configuration of physical space must be
carefully assessed, and in relation to
projected student numbers and patterns of
study. In some instances, refurbishment of
an existing building may be better than new
buildings, enabling the evolution of space.
However, new buildings will still be required
to increase overall capacity at universities.
The refurbishment of IT equipment and
furniture will become more usual,
particularly of staff equipment. Collectively,
these could achieve significant savings in
both money and reducing climate
emissions. 

With between 70-80% of most institutions'
climate emissions being embedded in their 
supply chains, it is key that if material progress
is to be made in addressing the sectors’
climate impacts, that the supply chain is given
significant focus. Collaboration is in the DNA
of the HE/FE sectors so when APUC, who is
coordinating the work on behalf of the
sectors, contacted all the main professional
service area Heads/Directors groups
(Procurement, Information Services, Estates &
Sustainability), senior representatives
enthusiastically volunteered from each to form
a collective group to jointly develop the
sectors’ strategy. The strategy has been
agreed upon and is now being circulated to
the relevant stakeholders.

USECEC will take full account of the UN
Sustainable Development Goals in setting its
priorities for the 2021-2024 work plan period
and beyond. It expects to continue, in the
medium term, to seek through collaboration,
notably in procurement, and increasingly
through shared services, to achieve continuing
efficiencies and savings that can be invested
to support changes in education, research,
and in professional services.
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Shared services: shared support for software users; shared support for a change
management function (to include business improvement, business analysis and project
management); and ability to liaise with USECEC. 

Environmental: Further development and usage of low carbon shared data centres.

Procurement: continuing development to support more of the needs of the sector, for
example through more framework agreements especially to cover new / emerging “new-
normal” needs and to provide more options for climate impact reduction.

Estates: Collaboration on estates developments, starting from coordinated data collection
on space needs and maintenance funding. Opportunities for space sharing and efficiencies
potentially with other bodies should be explored.

Environmental: recycling and upcycling, creating a circular economy in IT equipment
and furniture. 

HR: The proposed HR workstream is reshaped for the future work plan. This could support
identification and sharing of best practice in delivery of HR services and the utilisation of
office and teaching space to support remote and in-person activity. 

The 2021-2024 workplan will bring forward from the 2017-2020 workplan a number of
developments as follows:

Coming out of the pandemic it will be important to retain the collaborative, innovative, and
‘can do’ approaches that have supported the sector’s impressive pivot and resilient continuity
of operations. Therefore, whilst previous workplans have been structured by workstream (led
by professional service members of USECEC) ensuring credibility across the sector, a greater
focus on collaboration between services will characterise the plans from now on.

USECEC distinguishes between short-term savings and long-term development that ensures a
sustainable sector making its full contribution to its and the country’s global responsibilities as
defined in the UN Sustainable Development Goals [4].
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Cyber Resilient Scotland, published in 2021,
is the Scottish Government’s strategic
framework which builds on the country’s
first cyber resilience strategy, published in
2015.The strategic framework is already
mapped to the SDGs. Collaboration in the
higher education sector in relation to
cyber-security is already extensive and this
will continue in pursuit of efficiency in
achieving balance between risk and cost for
effective digital security. 

This report has highlighted the importance
of the digital transformation of HE in
Scotland in the period before the
pandemic, and then amplified in its
importance in supporting continuity of
education and research during the
pandemic restrictions. USECEC expects to
continue to monitor and support digital
transformation and intends that the sector
will remain in the vanguard of digital
provision (content and infrastructure) and
provision (content and infrastructure) and
good practice.  

In respect of sustainable digital
transformation, data centres on which the
cloud storage of data and software depend
require large energy input; ones with a low-

carbon impact are being developed. This
could be an area for collaboration with
other sectors that also need data centre
capacity and the scope for significant
carbon reduction through collaborative 
procurement could be considerable.
Aberdeen and Robert Gordon universities,
and two local colleges have operated a
single data centre for nearly a decade and
both financial savings and carbon reduction
have been considerable over that time.

There are further opportunities for shared
services such as the ones developed by
APUC and HEIDS and operated through
HEFESTIS as presented in this report. 
USECEC’s leadership of the sector’s
collaborative work, development of shared
services, and consistent in innovation in
pursuit of efficiency and effectiveness is
presented through its triennial reports and
three-year workplans. USECEC is pleased to
present this fourth triennial report to the
sector, the Scottish Funding Council and
the Scottish Government and would be
pleased to develop targeted and more
frequent reporting to demonstrate its
significant contribution to the National
Performance Framework and to the UN
Sustainable Development Goals.
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Reconfiguring the estate

This is a project to transform an existing space in an older
building to enable a ‘new ways of working’ initiative for the
School of Education and Social Work at the University of
Dundee. This includes the creation of a range of spaces for
working, meeting and socialising to support flexible and
adaptive working. This project begins on site in summer
2021 and will complete in 2022. It will support the evolution
of the working community as the university evolves the way
that staff will work post-pandemic. It is expected that this will
result in more efficient use of space, which will deliver both
savings and lower carbon output. 

Upgrade to Combined Heat and Power Plant

This project by the University of Dundee gives much
greater efficiency and will deliver both financial savings
and lower carbon output. The replaced units were
originally installed in 1996 and the newer units will be
much more efficient and resilient. The plant includes an
innovative conversion to address cooling requirements
used in managing the environmental controls for
technology in energy intensive research in Life Sciences.

Procurement Spend & Climate Emissions Tool

The new APUC Spend and Climate Emissions Tool launched
this year. Using the 2020 DEFRA carbon-equivalent
conversion factors, it provides every institution with their
supply chain climate emissions by category, HESA
classification, commodity, and by supplier. This allows
institutions to prioritise discussions and work on climate to a
very granular level. HE and FE are the first (and currently
only) publicly funded sectors in Scotland to have such a tool
and the first region of HE within the UK. Scotland is now
providing it as a charged-for service to English HE. 

Innovation Hub: Energy Strategy Review

The University of Dundee has been awarded a £25m
grant as part of the Tay Cities Deal and this will include a
£20m new build project to create a new chemistry
research building. This includes a study to explore a new
ground source heat pump solution as a low carbon
solution to support this stand along building. If successful,
this could support a wider roll out across the City Campus
as part of long terms goals towards meeting the Scottish
Carbon Zero targets. 
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Endnotes
Microsoft Surface and ucisa. (2020) The Digital Transformation of Higher Education. CIO
Perspectives on Education’s Digital Future.
Betsy Reinitz (June 2020) Educause Review, June 2020.
Scottish Government, National Performance Framework
The word digital is used in this report in relation to the progression from digital, to digital
transformation as described in the ucisa report referenced below. In the context of learning and
teaching a broader taxonomy is required as in Guidance: Building a taxonomy for digital
learning, QAA 2020
United  Nations Sustainable Development Goals. 
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