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SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 13
th

 October 2015 

Repeat:  Sunday 18
th

 October 2015 

 

Producer:  Ian Muir-Cochrane 

Reporter:  Fran Abrams 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

EXTRACT FROM PATHE NEWS 

 

MAN: Near Torquay, apprentice bricklayers meet in a 

competition to encourage other young men to choose bricklaying as their trade …. 

 

ABRAMS: Pathe News reporting on the golden age of skills 

training.  David Cameron wants to recreate it, with three million new apprenticeships by 

2020.  

 

MAN: With our huge housing programme, every new 

bricklayer is a big asset to Britain. 

 

ABRAMS: But if you want apprentices, you need colleges.  And 

they’re standing on a financial cliff edge.  This year, almost a third are likely to be officially 

labelled financially inadequate. 

 

ACTUALITY IN ROAD 

 

ABRAMS: I’m standing in the road, outside a college of further 

education.  Inside there are hundreds of young students learning vital stuff like plumbing and 
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ABRAMS cont:  bricklaying.  I can see a little group of them just taking 

a break in the autumn sunshine, about a hundred yards away from me.  This time next year 

they might not be here, because this college has got massive financial problems and it’s 

struggling to service its debts.  I’d really like to know what those students think about that – 

but frustratingly I can’t talk to them because the principal won’t let me in. 

I’ve been reporting on education issues for more than 25 years.  When I set out to make this 

programme I didn’t expect to find so many people so unwilling to discuss something that so 

clearly matters.  Tonight we’ll find out why. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN KITCHEN 

 

ASHMAN: We’re in Open Kitchen, which is the college’s training 

restaurant, so this is open to the public at lunchtimes and in the evening.  We’ve just finished 

lunchtime service.  Every group not only has a session in the training kitchen upstairs in this 

building, but they also have a session once a week where they can work in the kitchens, either 

preparing food or in front of house serving food or working in the bar. 

 

ABRAMS: This is Hackney Community College in the East End 

of London– I’m in the college restaurant. 

Terri-Ann, I’m Fran.  Hello.  So what have you been doing today on the course? 

 

TERRI: Today I’ve been at the dessert, been doing crème 

brulee, hazelnut torte and apple crumble. 

 

ABRAMS: Tell me about yourself.  What course are you doing? 

 

TERRI: I’m doing level 2 catering and professional cooking. 

 

ABRAMS: What would you like to do with that afterwards? 

 

TERRI: I’d like to open my own business, English food and 

Caribbean food. 
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ABRAMS: All right, so have a restaurant, English and Caribbean 

restaurant? 

 

TERRI: Yes. 

 

ASHMAN: Let’s go through to the other side. 

 

ABRAMS: There are nine thousand students here– that’s bigger 

than quite a few universities – and they’re studying everything from business to brewing and 

from hospitality to housing.  I’m getting the VIP treatment from the principal, Ian Ashman. 

 

ASHMAN: There’s a public library on this side and there’s also a 

sports centre that’s open to the local community and very well used in the evenings and 

weekends. 

 

ABRAMS: Oh, hang on. Didn’t I just say nobody in the further 

education sector wanted to talk to me?  Well – almost nobody.  I’m here because the college 

trade body, the Association of Colleges, has nominated Mr Ashman to talk about one thing it 

does want its members to discuss – government cuts.  

 

ASHMAN:  The real challenge for us is the reduction in funding, 

which means that the number of courses we can offer, the number of places we have is going 

down quite rapidly.  For me, as a college with lots of adults, the big pressure has been what’s 

called the Adult Skills Budget. So the money that funds unemployed adults, all those career 

developers, and that budget has gone down by nearly 50% during the last Parliament. 

 

ABRAMS: What does that mean in cash terms to you? 

 

ASHMAN: In the year that we’re going into, we’ve lost £2.5 

million.  In fact, the most recent reduction happened during the summer holidays.  When I 

came back from my holiday, I discovered that Government had decided that another 

£624,000 would be taken off Hackney Community College.  The specific courses that we had 

planned to run in August, we literally had to stop; we had to make teachers redundant. 
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ABRAMS: Ian Ashman had to make staff redundant at short 

notice, so now some of his courses have got big waiting lists.  No-one’s pretending 

government cuts haven’t hit colleges hard.  Mr Ashman admits Hackney’s only staying afloat 

with support from the banks. 

 

ASHMAN: Like a majority of colleges, we are really struggling to 

produce a balanced budget.  The number of days of cash that we have in the bank has 

diminished very rapidly because of the redundancy payments that we’re making.  And 

increasingly, like other colleges, we are dependent on the banks and the overdraft that we 

have to keep us going. 

 

ABRAMS: How big is your overdraft? 

 

ASHMAN: We have an overdraft of £1 million and we are reliant 

on that from day to day to make the college work, and that’s not an unusual situation.  The 

average college is now producing a deficit rather than a surplus, and that means the situation 

is unsustainable. 

 

ABRAMS: What will happen in the next ten years? 

 

ASHMAN: Well, at the current rate of trajectory, the Adult Skills 

Budget would disappear completely by the end of the new Parliament that we’re in now, and 

that means that colleges like ours would no longer be viable and the possibility that we would 

enter into mergers or federations with other institutions, so that might help make sure that this 

wonderful campus continues to offer education. 

 

ABRAMS: Mr Ashman is due to give evidence at Westminster, to 

MPs on the Public Accounts Committee.  He’ll be telling them colleges need more money.  

They’re taking evidence about a report from the National Audit Office.  It had serious 

concerns about the finances of further education colleges. But its worries weren’t just about 

cuts.  Its report talked about excessive borrowing, about multi-million pound government 

bail-outs for colleges which failed to manage their finances, and about college accounts that 

just didn’t give the true picture. 
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ACTUALITY AT GREENWICH 

 

ABRAMS: We’re standing in a side street just off a main road near 

the Woolwich Arsenal station in South London, and it’s an area, it’s a fairly quiet area 

actually, with probably previously local authority flats, and I’m standing outside Greenwich 

Community College, which is a big, probably 1960s building with a nice, posh, new, modern 

front stuck on it.  Greenwich Community College seem to be in quite a healthy position 

financially, but a year or so ago the college Finance Director left and when an interim 

director arrived, he found a huge black hole in the college accounts. 

The college management don’t want to talk to us.  But we’ve made contact with a lecturer 

who does.  He doesn’t want to be seen with us at the college though, so we’re going to meet 

him at home. 

 

ACTUALITY OF DOOR OPENING 

 

WILLIAMS: Four years ago we believed the situation at the college 

was very rosy.  The management were constantly trumpeting their Grade A financial status; 

there didn’t seem to be any trouble. 

 

ABRAMS: Mark Williams is a rep for the University and College 

Union, and he says he believed the college was sitting on a big pile of cash. So he was 

struggling to understand why jobs were being cut.  

 

WILLIAMS: UCU’s position has always been, well you’ve got 

decent reserves.  Why don’t you use those reserves a year to cover this gap and in the 

meantime try to recruit more students or whatever.  Their default position always seemed to 

be cut; they didn’t kind of think outside the box. And we were saying this to the vice 

principal at this meeting last autumn, and he suddenly said, ‘Oh, we’ve got no money left,’ 

and we were a bit shocked, like this, because it was the first we’d heard about a financial 

problem.  He kind of then pulled back from saying that and he denied saying that, but a 

couple of weeks later it did become obvious that we had no money left. 

 

ABRAMS: How big was this black hole? 
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WILLIAMS: Two years ago there was apparently £6 million in 

reserve and then last autumn suddenly we’re broke. 

 

ABRAMS: So the vice principal had let the cat out of the bag - the 

college was in big financial trouble, and that wasn’t all.  Just after that, Ofsted arrived.  They 

found the teaching and learning were in poor shape too, and that triggered a whole series of 

events.  The governors decided the college needed a change of leadership, so the principal 

left, along with one of the vice principals, and the chair of governors resigned too. Then the 

Further Education Commissioner arrived to look at the management of the college. His report 

makes grim reading – and he points to: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: A deficit for 2014/15 of in excess of £3 million, with 

little or no corrective action planned to address the underlying causes.  On the current 

trajectory, the college will be dependent on bank borrowing or government loans from early 

in the next academic year. 

 

ABRAMS: By the way, we did ask if we could talk to the 

commissioner – he’s called Dr David Collins.  But - guess what?  He didn’t want to be 

interviewed.  Meanwhile at Greenwich, the departure of various senior figures had left gaps, 

which were filled using highly-paid consultants.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

ABRAMS: I’m looking at an email from the clerk to the governors 

at Greenwich College.  It was sent in response to an enquiry about the cost of interim 

managers who’d been employed on a consultancy basis.  It was sent in May this year and it 

gives the salaries for two of them – the first is the interim director of adult learning, who runs 

his own consultancy firm.  He’s actually been at the college for two years, according to his 

online profile.  He was costing the college £50,000 for six months, so that’s £100,000 for a 

year.  And then there’s the interim principal, Lindsey Noble. She was employed via an 

outside company too.  She was costing £160,000 a year.  Lecturer Mark Williams says there 

were more. 
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WILLIAMS: We were concerned about the number of consultants 

working in the college.  It was a rather ridiculous waste of money for a college that was 

supposed to be in serious financial trouble. 

 

ABRAMS: How much was it costing? 

 

WILLIAMS: We suspected that what they were spending on 

consultants was about equivalent to the salaries of the thirty teachers who were made 

redundant. 

 

ABRAMS: The departing principal was called Gary Chin.  He had 

a pay package worth £141,000 from Greenwich, according to the last accounts on the college 

website, and he found work quite quickly after he left. Six months later, he was acting as a 

consultant not far away at Bromley College, doing a review of the technicians.  Bromley is 

now in formal discussions with Greenwich about the prospect of a merger. 

 

WILLIAMS: The previous principal was in charge for three years, 

during which time this hole in the finances obviously appeared, and then he left by mutual 

consent following the Ofsted inspection last November. 

 

ABRAMS: What do you make of him now taking up a role at 

Bromley? 

 

WILLIAMS: I think it’s rather galling for all the members of staff 

who’ve lost their jobs and may be struggling to find others, through no fault of their own, 

whereas the principal leaves one very well-paid job in December and walks into another one 

a few months later.  Nice for him. 

 

ABRAMS: I spoke to Mr Chin, but he said he wasn’t able to 

comment.  And I also spoke to the interim principal, Lindsey Noble, but like most of the 

college leaders we’ve approached, she refused to do an interview.  So I’ve emailed her some 

questions.  I’ve got the reply here.  Basically, she says lots of the points I’ve raised aren’t fair 

or accurate – but she’s not going to tell me which.  Listen to this: “Where I have chosen not 

to reply to any particular point, this should not be taken as an indication that I regard your 
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ABRAMS cont:  assertion to be correct.”  That’s helpful.  She does say 

they hired the consultants because they had no choice – the Further Education Commissioner 

put a bar on recruitment.  And in any case she says it’d be wrong to recruit senior staff to a 

college that was about to be merged. She also says things are improving now – the deficit’s 

been reduced and student enrolment’s now on target.  And Ofsted have been back.  They’re a 

bit more positive, too, though there’s still a long way to go.  

There’s a big market for interim principals at the moment. They’re a bit like football 

managers – when performance drops they tend to go. The college trade body, the Association 

of Colleges, actually runs a sideline in hiring them out.  It made a profit of a couple of 

hundred thousand last year.  The Association’s Chief Executive is Martin Doel. And he says 

the use of consultants can be vital when a college is in crisis. 

They’re talking about £100,000 per consultant, but that’s not going to be good use of money 

when you’re sacking lecturers and lessons are being cancelled, surely? 

 

DOEL: I’d agree.  The people there need to be trusted – 

monitored, but trusted to get on with the job and putting the college right.  Clearly the task of 

recovering a college that’s in difficulty is a difficult one and you need very high quality staff 

in order to be able to do that.  But once having got them back on track, and I’m sure that 

college will be back on track soon, then actually the need for additional support and 

assistance can be reduced.  A large number of colleges that have been in difficulty have now 

been recovered and are moving forward.  That’s because they’ve had good, strong leadership 

and a good focus on doing things that need to be done.  That must cost some money, and I 

think to the longer term, for the benefit of the lecturers, their jobs becoming more stable, and 

actually they have better employment prospects when the college has got into that strong, 

stable position to move forward. 

 

ABRAMS: The Parliamentary Public Accounts Committee might 

take a different view from Mr Doel on the subject.  You might remember it’s about to launch 

an inquiry into the financial stability of further education colleges.  And its chair, Meg 

Hillier, says it’ll certainly be asking why they use such large sums of public money sacking 

their managers and hiring temporary ones.  At a time when - according to the National Audit 

Office - seventy colleges are likely to be deemed financially inadequate by the end of the 

year.  That means they’re in such poor shape they’re at serious risk of not meeting their 

contractual obligations. 
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HILLIER:  It’s devastating for people and it is usually those at the 

frontline the lecturers and teachers in the classroom that are losing their jobs, and they’re 

lower paid to start with, so less to fall back on.  I don’t know the ins and outs of that 

particular case, but as a committee we’re very concerned about a revolving door of people 

losing their job in one part of the sector and then being immediately re-employed somewhere 

else, because actually people need to be held to account for the decisions that they’ve made 

and the successes and failures of those decisions. 

 

ABRAMS: We’ve also had concerns raised about the use of 

consultants, that some of them were earning around about £100,000 per year.  You could see 

why they’d be concerned about that. 

 

HILLIER: Absolutely.  We’ve looked at this a lot in the past as a 

committee and it’s something that, believe me, as a committee we are very hot on when it 

comes to having witnesses in front of us, and a question we shall keep probing. 

 

ABRAMS: Some might say excessive spending on consultants is 

the least of the colleges’ problems.  Martin Doel, from the Association of Colleges, says the 

whole sector’s reaching crisis point after years of underfunding and financial cutbacks. 

 

DOEL:  I think, Fran, we’ve faced a perfect storm over the last 

five years.  Colleges find themselves in a very difficult position because they’re not in any of 

the so-called protected budgets.  Schools are protected in government funding, 16 to 18 year 

olds are not, and colleges educate the majority of 16 to 18 year olds, so they’ve been subject 

to a, just about 15% cut in their funding.  And also, as Government sought to increase the 

number of apprenticeships, it’s cut down the funding for other adult provision, such that 

that’s been cut over the period of the Government by 40%.  If that had happened anywhere 

else in the education sector, in schools or universities, I think you would have seen a great 

deal more difficulty having been caused. 

 

ABRAMS: But, you know, there are systemic issues, aren’t there?  

I mean, the National Audit Office says that one of the issues is over optimistic forecasting.  

The colleges are sliding backwards financially, but they’re not telling their governors, they’re 

not telling the funding agencies about that. 



- 10 - 

DOEL: Well, it’s a bit difficult to predict accurately what 

funding you’re going to have, when Government changes the funding three months before the 

beginning of an academic year. 

 

ABRAMS: But it can be much more than that, can’t it?  I mean, at 

Greenwich there was something like a £6 million cash surplus on the face of the books and it 

suddenly vanished overnight and there was suddenly a deficit.  That’s not just, not being able 

to know what the funding’s going to be, is it? 

 

DOEL: No, but I think it compounds, any kind of weakness; 

frailty in management is compounded and exacerbated by the circumstances we find 

themselves in, and yes, some will be managed better than others in colleges, but overall I 

think it’s been remarkable that actually colleges have done so well in the face of a quarter of 

their budget being wiped away within five years. 

 

ABRAMS: But not far short of a third of colleges are in big 

trouble.  There is a government body which is meant to nip this sort of problem in the bud – 

it’s called the Skills Funding Agency. It spends nearly £4 billion a year on apprenticeships 

and adult learning. It reviewed Greenwich’s financial health last year and it did downgrade 

the college just before that huge deficit appeared - from ‘good’ to ‘satisfactory.’  The 

National Audit Office is worried it can be rather too light touch in its approach.  We’d have 

liked to have asked the agency about that, but as it turned out, they didn’t want to talk to us.  

In a statement they said they were revising their procedures so they could intervene earlier 

with colleges. But we’ve come across another case where the agency stands accused of 

failing to act – even after alarm bells began to ring. 

 

EXTRACT FROM BARNFIELD COLLEGE TV ADVERT 

 

MUSIC & SOUND OF MOTORBIKE REVVING 

 

MAN: Start your road trip to education at Barnfield College. 

 

WOMAN: There are thousands of courses available. 

 



- 11 - 

MAN: And great placement opportunities. 

 

WOMAN: You’ll enjoy a great social life. 

 

MAN: Meet great people. 

 

WOMAN: And leave with great career prospects. 

 

MAN: There’s so much on offer at Barnfield. 

 

WOMAN: I even met my boyfriend there. 

 

ABRAMS: Five years ago, Barnfield College was riding the crest 

of a wave.  That optimistic tone on its TV ad said it all. 

 

WOMAN: So what are you waiting for? 

 

MAN: Sign up now and get loads of free stuff … 

 

ABRAMS: It was the first further education college to sponsor an 

academy school.  A couple of years later it opened a purpose-built higher education centre 

and in 2012 its principal, Peter Birkett, was knighted for his services to further education. 

 

OLIVER: It was a beacon organisation and had been recognised 

by the Government.  It had had an outstanding Ofsted report and I was very honoured to be 

part of it and I was excited, it was very exciting.   

 

ABRAMS: When Judy Oliver was asked to join Barnfield’s 

governing body four years ago, she jumped at the chance. 

 

OLIVER: Everything looked hunky-dory.  In fact, I can 

remember thinking at one stage, you know, what on earth would happen if Sir Peter Birkett 

got headhunted, you know, how would we manage? [Laugh]  Because he was such a 

figurehead, very charismatic.  He seemed on the ball, had a very clear vision of where we 
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OLIVER cont:  were going and what the federation was about.  He was 

dynamic, he was influential - that was the impression.   

 

ABRAMS: At the time, lots of colleges in the sector were facing 

the prospect of a shrinking market, because numbers of 16 to18 year olds were expected to 

drop.  But Barnfield was adopting an aggressively expansionist approach.  By the early part 

of last year it’d sponsored no fewer than five schools, including a ‘skills academy’ for 14 to 

18 year-olds.  According to former governor Judy Oliver, it was all part of a strategy. 

 

OLIVER: What Peter Birkett was doing, he was building up a 

team so he had an in-house lawyer, for instance.  He was building up a team because he 

wanted to make this federation a really big business and it wasn’t going to be just a little, you 

know, further education college anymore. So he wanted high calibre people, paying them 

high salaries to make this happen and he felt he needed to be at a higher salary because he 

was going to be the Chief Executive.  

 

ABRAMS: Official figures show Sir Peter was the highest paid 

head of a college in England.  The accounts show a senior management team of just two 

people, including Sir Peter, with salary costs of £454,000 between them.  And while 

governors at the college still felt they were paying for a first-class team, the local MP, Gavin 

Shuker, was starting to hear concerns.  

 

SHUKER:                                             We were aware of concerns from staff, students and 

parents actually, right the way through from about 2010 onwards.  Now whilst some of that 

that can be dismissed by, you know, an entrepreneurial management style from the then 

management. Actually there were real concerns there about the level of resources that were 

going in and were coming out.  And myself and the other MP in Luton raised them regularly 

with the management, but it was clear there were no levers to pull in terms of governance.  A 

weak governing body and also locally, you know, a real lack of accountability 

democratically. 

 

ABRAMS: He says he tried to raise these concerns, but by the 

spring of 2013 nothing had been done.  Then things began to unravel at the college. Peter  
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ABRAMS cont:  Birkett resigned.  A whistleblower approached the 

Skills Funding Agency directly to make allegations about the college finances.  Two official 

investigations were launched.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

ABRAMS: I’ve got the reports here.  They say that even though 

Sir Peter left to go to another job, he got a generous pay-off.  He also left with a nearly-new 

Audi.  More seriously, they say the college was claiming large sums for students when it 

couldn’t actually prove they were there.  There’ve been rumours of this sort of thing going on 

in further education for years – they’re known as ‘ghost learners.’  Nearly £1 million was 

clawed back from Barnfield’s funding for the year as a result.  There were also payments 

made without proper oversight and pay rises agreed without appropriate authority.  

 

SHUKER: The Skills Funding Agency didn’t step in when it 

should have done.  It stepped in far too late after these problems had emerged.  In my 

opinion, that wasn’t just because they were under-resourced, but actually because they 

weren’t in a position where it made sense for them to start prodding around something that 

looks successful and central Government bears some responsibility for that as well.  But 

ultimately the Barnfield story tells us that local governance is not sufficient, the Skills 

Funding Agency must be much more aggressive in managing the financial aspects of these 

colleges. 

 

ABRAMS: Of course, the funding agency didn’t want to talk.  We 

also tried to contact Sir Peter, but he didn’t respond to our requests for comment.  He has 

previously said the problems didn’t arise until after he left.  The ‘ghost students’ were honest 

recording errors.  And it would have been insulting to refuse the governors’ golden 

handshake.   

 

ACTUALITY AT BARNFIELD 

 

EYTON-JONES: We deal here with motor vehicle maintenance, so we 

do HGV training and maintenance training here. 
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ABRAMS: Barnfield’s got a new principal now – Tim Eyton-

Jones.  Here he is giving me a tour of its facilities.  

 

EYTON-JONES: These are fantastic facilities and some of the facilities 

are actually unique, so if you just turn right here, we’ll go into the body shop … 

 

ABRAMS: Without centres like this one, the Government’s 

promise of three million apprenticeships in five years just isn’t going to happen.  

 

MAN: All right, Dan, how are you getting on? 

 

DAN: All right. 

 

MAN: Before you prime it, remember, de-grease it, edge all 

the bits that you’ve burnt through, then prime it, using what colour of primer? 

 

ABRAMS: But elsewhere, some of these training centres are under 

threat.  Here’s a question: if you were going to build a flagship campus where young people 

could learn a trade, where would you put it? 

 

ACTUALITY IN CHESTER 

 

ABRAMS: Further education in this country is usually seen as 

something of a Cinderella sector.  I’m standing outside a building that completely gives the 

lie to that down at heel impression.  It’s a huge, grey, steel and glass building with an 

enormous balcony running along the front, big pillars going up I would say three or four 

storeys.  It was opened four years ago with nearly £50 million worth of public money.  

What’s going on here is the teaching of the kind of skills that are needed to deliver David 

Cameron’s pledge of three million new apprenticeships by 2020.  But there’s a problem.  

Many of the students who are based here have to come from Ellesmere Port, which is the end 

of this area that delivers the heavy industries, and there isn’t a convenient bus route from 

there. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH MOTORBIKE 
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ABRAMS: Might have to get you to take your helmet off.. 

Do you come from Ellesmere Port? 

 

BOY: Yeah. 

 

ABRAMS: So five of you here?  So you had to come here, and if 

you got the bus, what would that cost you? 

 

BOY: £3.90. 

 

ABRAMS: Yeah, so what did you do about it then? 

 

BOY: I got myself a motorbike. 

 

ABRAMS: Yeah?   

 

BOY: Which cost me, it cost quite a lot of money but, like, in 

the long run it’s cheaper and at least I know I can definitely get there. 

 

ABRAMS: I’ve seen a report about West Cheshire College by the 

Further Education Commissioner, David Collins, and he doesn’t pull his punches.  Put 

simply, he says the college’s decision to spend £47.9 million on a new campus was a mistake, 

because it’s in the wrong place.  ‘Poor decisions were made,’ he says.  As a result, the college 

can’t service its debts.  The Commissioner says it’s facing ‘excessive long term borrowing.’  

His solution’s simple – close the Chester campus and relocate its courses to its other site eight 

miles away at Ellesmere Port. 

Guess what? The college wouldn’t be interviewed.  But fortunately the local MP, Justin 

Madders, was able to get a briefing from them and he at least, felt able to talk to us.  

 

MADDERS: Well, I think there’s some sense in marrying up the 

availability of courses to the needs of the local industry and I don’t know or understand why 

it was done that way previously.  But where we are at the moment the overheads and 

expenses of two sites aren’t sustainable. 
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ABRAMS: You can see the Skills Funding Agency might be 

saying huge amounts of public money have been poured into this site, which is not well 

located, it’s not in the right place. The taxpayer has a right to ask for some of that money 

back, don’t they, you know, if it’s going to be a sale of a valuable piece of real estate? 

 

MADDERS: Well, I’m not sure about it being a valuable piece of 

real estate.  It’s always been a site for education.  It does seem a little bit like they’re trying to 

use the benefit of hindsight to try and wriggle out of a difficult position which, as I say, is at 

least partly down to the current funding decisions made.  There’s only so long you can 

continue to service a debt that you can’t afford to meet. I mean, we’ve already had significant 

numbers of redundancies at the college, several rounds of those.  It may be that more and 

more of those are needed. And ultimately we could be in a situation where the college isn’t 

able to deliver what the Government’s intentions are and Government’s wishes are and 

certainly not what the local community’s intentions and wishes are. 

  

ABRAMS: In terms of apprenticeships and skills …? 

 

MADDERS: Yes, yes, so it’s not a situation at the moment which is 

sustainable. 

 

ABRAMS: Whatever the cause, and the Further Education 

Commissioner firmly points the finger at the college, West Cheshire’s in serious financial 

trouble.  Its last published accounts, they’re two years old because this year’s haven’t been 

signed off yet, say it had a deficit of nearly £3 million and a long-term loan of nearly £12 

million.  It was facing a disputed claim of nearly £2 million from a contractor relating to the 

build, and it was at risk of breaching covenants on its borrowings.  The college has been 

forced to ask the Government for a bail-out. 

 

ACTUALITY AT COLLEGE 

 

ABRAMS: We really wanted to interview the college’s principal, 

Nigel Davies.  He wasn’t here when the decision was made to build the Chester campus, but 

he is the man who has to deal with the consequences.  We had a chat on the phone, then he 

took a few days to think about it, then he rang to say he was going away for ten days and he 
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ABRAMS cont: wouldn’t be back till after our programme was being 

aired.  No-one else was available to talk to us. 

While we were making this programme, we approached a total of ten colleges that had 

recently been in such serious financial trouble they’d had a visit from the FE commissioner. 

Only one – Barnfield – agreed to talk.  I have to admit I did begin to wonder what was going 

on.  Of course it can be tough, getting people to talk about their troubles, but the world of 

education has generally been pretty open about these things.  I asked one reluctant college 

principal whether the Association of Colleges had told him not to be interviewed.  There was 

a long pause, then he laughed.  But Martin Doel, the association’s Chief Executive, denies 

this is a sector that’s failing to confront its problems.  

 

DOEL: I talk to colleges every day and they are facing up to 

their difficulties and getting on with them.  They are very sensitive to speaking about the 

problems they are facing, as anyone would be, as they seek to actually address the issues 

they’re concerned with.  There’s issues of confidence in their community, about the ability to 

recruit students and also in terms of protecting their own staff. So there, I think there’s a 

really … I see this every day, a really determined effort and actually some very hardworking 

people trying to deal with the consequences of such constrained funding, frequent policy 

changes and the degree of difficulty that we’re forced to face. 

 

ABRAMS: When you look at what the National Audit Office has 

said, that the Public Accounts Committee is going to be looking into this, you know, we’ve 

got examples of poor governance, financial mismanagement, inflated senior salaries, and yet 

people in the sector only seem to want to talk about Government cuts.  It doesn’t sit well, 

does it, when you’re sitting there saying, well, we just need more money? 

 

DOEL: We need to have the very best leadership, the very best 

governance and the very best service provided by colleges.  All I’ve been saying about 

keeping this in perspective in relation to the two-thirds of colleges that are dealing with these 

consequences extraordinarily well and actually in circumstances that no other sector of 

education has had to deal with. Frailties, weaknesses and difficulties will be magnified by 

changes of that degree and we see that in other areas of public life. 
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ABRAMS: It seems to be a sector that’s giving the impression, at least 

of burying its head in the sand, in the face of huge internal difficulties as well as external ones. 

 

DOEL: I don’t see any sign of the sector burying its head in the 

sand.  I think it’s doing its level best in difficult circumstances to adjust to new realities and 

to deliver on the ambitions that Government have for them and actually continuing to deliver 

as well as they possibly can to their local communities. 

 

EXTRACT FROM PATHE NEWS 

 

MAN: It’s all their own work.  A cushion craft made by 

eighteen engineering apprentices from a training school in Hertfordshire … 

 

ABRAMS: But can they deliver on the Prime Minister’s vision of 

a return to that golden age of skills training that Pathe reported?   

 

MAN: …. and drive it on a cushion of air.  Then, with a push 

off on the first test, they hoped it would go for a quarter of a mile.  The experiment had the 

blessing of the young men’s employers.  A good exercise for engineers of the future. 

 

ABRAMS: If colleges are ever going to shake off that Cinderella 

image, they’re going to do it by offering courses like these.  Proper, vocational courses giving 

people the chance to learn real, marketable skills.  If Mr Cameron’s pledge of three million  

new apprenticeships starts by 2020 is going to be met, that work has to start in colleges. 

Alison Wolf is Professor of Public Sector Management at King’s College, London and author 

of a recent report on further education funding.  

 

WOLF: The last five years have been very bad for FE.  They 

have plant to maintain, staff to maintain and so what’s happening is that with less and less 

money per student, it’s increasingly hard for them to provide good quality and inevitably 

many of them are looking at serious financial difficulty. 

 

ABRAMS: How likely is it that this sector is going to be able to 

deliver a commitment on apprenticeships? 
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WOLF: Well, with current funding and pressure, I would have 

thought extremely unlikely.  It depends what apprenticeships.  If you go for very cheap 

apprenticeships, if you, to be blunt, start calling, you know, shelf stocking an apprenticeship, 

then you can do it very cheaply, you don’t need lots of sort of high quality equipment and 

you don’t need all sorts of high end, off the job training.  But the idea behind the current 

apprenticeship reform push is to actually transform the nature of apprenticeship back to what 

it used to be and what it needs to be and offer really high quality training.  Well, if you’re 

going to do that, then again, as you can see looking anywhere else in the world, you need 

stable, properly funded organisations. Which would normally be colleges, which can actually 

provide that sort of off the job element for apprentices who are learning on the job, and it’s 

particularly important to remember that the vast majority of apprentices, if the system is ever 

going to really turn around and be successful, are going to work with small employers. Well, 

a small employer can’t have a training… a well-equipped training workshop for his one 

apprentice out in the garage out at the back.  So my real concern is that, as so often, the bits 

of the system aren’t joined up.  Suppose you’re a college in a reasonably small town – I 

mean, not really small, but sort of, you know, thirty to forty thousand people, and you are in 

acute financial difficulties, the nearest place for people to go might be miles and miles and 

miles away.  So, you know, the idea that you rationalise the sector by closing things down 

works fine for London, but I don’t see how it can work for the rest of the country. 

 

ABRAMS: And similar doubts are being expressed by employers 

too.  They want to see well-qualified apprentices coming through their doors, but at the 

moment they say that isn’t happening enough. Tim Thomas, the Head of Employment and 

Skills Policy at the Engineering Employers’ Federation, says cash-strapped colleges are going 

to have to find more money for apprenticeships. 

 

THOMAS: The challenge is going to be to make sure that the FE 

sector has the capacity to deliver an increased number of apprenticeships by way of the 

training across the country.  The particular challenge, I think, for the FE sector is going to be 

that for our sector, engineering, the apprenticeships tend to be quite expensive to deliver, they 

need a lot of capital equipment and are capital intensive, and the colleges need to invest in 

that capital equipment to be able to deliver these high quality apprenticeships.  The important 

thing to remember is this three million target is over the course of the Parliament, so it’s 

between now and 2020, so colleges need to be invested in the equipment employers are going 
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THOMAS cont:  to be using in 2020, 2022, 2025.  So this is long term, 

large scale investment that’s needed to get to this three million figure.  But we need to make 

sure that colleges are financially stable enough to provide these courses in the first place. 

 

ABRAMS: So what might that mean for colleges’ financial 

stability? 

 

THOMAS: Well, it could lead colleges – particularly smaller 

colleges – to be in quite a financially difficult situation, so if it’s a smaller college and they 

don’t have perhaps the financial security that a much larger college has, they might struggle 

for cash flow. They might struggle to know how much money they’re going to get in over the 

course of an academic year, for example, and high quality apprenticeships need certainty over 

the long term. 

 

ABRAMS: You might have noticed there’s one more voice you 

haven’t heard on this programme – the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills.  They 

provide the lion’s share of funding to colleges, and they’re responsible for delivering those 

apprenticeships.  We wanted to ask them how they were going to do it. But guess what?  

They didn’t want to be interviewed. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE  


