Podcast – Scotland's colleges 2019
I’m here with one of our audit managers, Mark McCabe, to talk about the Auditor General’s new report on Scotland’s college sector. 
Mark, the overriding message of this report seems to be that things are getting tougher for colleges. Is that the case?
That’s fair, yes. What we found is that the financial challenges facing the sector have increased. The gap between colleges’ income and expenditure is widening and this is expected to continue – 12 colleges are forecasting recurring financial deficits in the next five years. And when we conducted this audit only a small number of those colleges had identified the specific actions to deal with shortfalls.
And you also say colleges are now increasingly dependent on public funding to cover their costs? 
That’s right, yes. There have been recent increases in Scottish Government funding to colleges but in the main that’s covering the costs of making staff pay and conditions consistent across the sector. There’s separate funding for the college estate – it’s buildings and infrastructure – but that falls short of what’s needed to maintain campuses. On top of that, we found that the other forms of income that colleges generate, through things like tuition fees and education contracts reduced last year.
Are some colleges in a better position that others?
Yes. All of Scotland’s colleges operate within tight financial margins, but the financial environment is getting tougher, and in the report we highlight a number of colleges that are facing particular financial challenges. 
Have those financial challenges affected how colleges are performing?
Despite the challenges, student numbers have gone up, and the sector continues to exceed its learning targets. But, just as there’s considerable variation in the financial challenge facing individual colleges, there’s no consistent picture around measures of student success across the sector – for example the number of students completing their course or going on to study at a higher level or getting a job. 
What are the things that you want to see happen now?
The important thing is to improve medium to long-term financial planning. It’s never been more important for colleges to get that right. They’re increasingly dependent on public funding to cover their costs and it’s likely the gap will continue to widen without action.
The ongoing pressures mean the sector and the Scottish Funding Council need to do more to ensure they’re able to continue improving people’s life chances and producing the skilled workforce Scotland’s economy relies on. 
Mark, thank you very much indeed. 
And if you want to read our Colleges report, or any of our other work from 2019, you can download it from our website – audit-scotland.gov.uk 
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