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Department of Education & Skills – Note for the Public Accounts Committee 

on the Higher Education Authority Accounts 2014 

 

1. System Governance in the Education Sector 

 

Bodies under the aegis of the Department 

There are 17 non-commercial agencies, including the Higher Education Authority (HEA), 

under the aegis of the Department of Education and Skills. Due to the complex and diverse 

nature of bodies under the Department’s remit a one size fits all approach to monitoring 

corporate governance is not appropriate or feasible. Bodies differ in their relationships, 

roles and responsibilities to the Department and in their compliance obligations, reporting 

procedures and assurance arrangements. Accordingly the Department’s internal 

considerations centre on developing a consistent approach to managing governance and 

accountability oversight of its bodies.  

 

In general bodies under the Department’s remit can be grouped into the following 

categories:  

 

 non-commercial state agencies 

 recognised schools  

 Education and Training Boards (ETBs)  

 Higher level institutions (HEIs) 

 

Relationship between Department and State Agencies 

The Department intends to strengthen its role in relation to governance and accountability 

oversight of all institutions and bodies right across the education sector working with 

stakeholders, including the Comptroller and Auditor General, to strive for improvements in 

processes so that the utilisation of public funds is done within a framework of high 

standards of accountability, compliance and oversight. 

 

The Department has formal agreements with its state agencies which govern the 

relationship between it and the agencies. In particular the use of service level agreements 
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(SLAs)/performance agreements has now become the norm. These agreements provide an 

opportunity for the Department and the body to develop a shared interpretation and 

understanding of what is meant by performance for the body, to clearly define 

responsibilities and to put in place procedures to ensure effective accountability/monitoring 

measures.  

 

A formal Memorandum of Understanding between the Department and the HEA was 

adopted in 2012. This was subsequently replaced with an annual Service Level Agreement, 

first introduced in 2014.  

 

The SLA sets out the purpose and scope of the agreement and defines the roles for both 

organisations. The core activities and key services which are to be provided by the HEA are 

agreed and set out for each year together with how each service commitment is to be 

measured. In addition to regular meetings between the Department and the HEA, specific 

meetings are held to review progress on the actions outlined in the agreement. 

 

MAC Committee on Sectoral Governance and Accountability 

Earlier this year, a MAC Committee on Sectoral Governance and Accountability was 

established and there have been two meetings to date. The Committee’s role is to support 

the development and implementation of best practice governance arrangements across the 

sector through oversight and regular assessment of its approach to governance.  

 

The Committee will focus on three sectors, non-commercial state agencies, Higher 

Education Institutes and Education and Training Boards. Work in terms of the school sector 

will be done in a parallel process. 

 

The Committee’s membership includes the Chief executive of the Higher Education 

Authority and an external member who can provide an additional element of insight and 

experience in the area of governance oversight. 

 

Establishment of sub groups 
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A Principal Officers’ Sectoral Governance and Accountability Network has also been 

established. Its role is to support the work of the MAC sub-committee by facilitating 

discussion regarding compliance requirements, to provide feedback, highlighting issues 

arising in each sector and to disseminate best practice across the Department’s bodies. 

 

It has been decided, in principle, to establish an Internal Audit Sector Forum for personnel 

with internal audit functions in the Department, its agencies, higher education institutes and 

the ETBs. 

 

Corporate Governance Compliance Reviews 

As part of strengthening its role on governance and accountability oversight, the 

Department is tendering for the supply of services from suitably qualified companies for the 

purposes of conducting reviews of corporate governance compliance by education sector 

bodies with their relevant Codes of Practice which underpin their corporate governance 

frameworks.  The HEA is joining the Department in contracting this service in respect of 

bodies for which it has responsibility. The companies will also be required to provide advice 

on appropriate training for staff in the Department in order to enhance their skills and 

ensure consistency of practice in oversight compliance. 

 

2. Higher Education Governance 

The principle of good governance in Irish higher education institutions is well established in 

relevant legislation and in Codes of Practice. Codes of Practice for Governance in 

Universities and Institutes of Technology were agreed in 2007 and 2009 respectively. These 

Codes were updated in 2012 to reflect the provisions of the 2009 Code of Practice for the 

Governance of State Bodies and will be updated again when the draft Code of Practice for 

the governance of State Bodies (2015) is effected. 

 

The Codes of Governance for the HEIs require the Governing Authority and the Chief Officer 

of each HEI to make a formal Annual Governance Statement to the HEA affirming that the 

Governing Authority is responsible for and is satisfied that the institution is in compliance 

with all statutory obligations applicable to the institution and providing confirmations in 
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relation to a range of areas. The Statements are reviewed by the HEA and any required 

follow-up action is identified. 

 

Up to recently there was a timing issue with these returns e.g. statements for the 2012/13 

financial year were formally submitted to the HEA in the last quarter of 2014. In order to 

improve the timeliness of reporting, HEIs will now be required to submit an annual 

Statement of Governance and Internal Control no later than 6 months after the end of each 

financial year end, subject in some cases to audit by the C&AG. 

 

HEA and institutions’ engagement with C&AG 

In February last the HEA met with representatives of the C&AG to discuss how to enhance 

the working relationship between the HEA, institutions and C&AG with particular reference 

to delays in the preparation and audit of financial statements as well as information 

exchange and communications relating to any difficulties or issues arising from C&AG audits 

of institutions. One of the benefits of this new process is that there will be an early flagging 

of any issues in the sector. 

 

The HEA and C&AG emphasised the importance of maintaining a strong working 

relationship which will facilitate both organisations in delivering on their respective 

missions. Two further meetings between the HEA and the C&AG took place in June.  

 

Following on from the discussions between the HEA and C&AG; a HEA, IUA and C&AG 

Working Group on university audit issues was also set up. 

 

Performance management in the Sector 

A new framework for performance management across the higher education sector has 

been developed. This is underpinned by a new funding and accountability relationship 

between the state and institutions which seeks to improve the performance of the higher 

education system as a whole and to align the requirements for performance, autonomy and 

accountability.  This new arrangement represents a fundamental change in the relationship 

between the state and the institutions and is intended to provide a strong framework for 

incentivising and rewarding performance in line with national priorities. 
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The elements of this relationship include clear articulation of cross-government 

expectations of the higher education system; formal three year agreements reached 

between the HEA and each HEI on its mission, planned profile and performance targets; and 

a proportion of public higher education funding allocated to institutions on the basis of 

performance against agreed targets. 

 

The first System Performance Framework was published in 2013 and clearly set out the 

Government’s high level objectives for the system for the period 2014-201611, together with 

a supporting framework of over 40 system performance indicators.  It is the responsibility of 

the HEA to use this framework to conduct a process of strategic dialogue with higher 

education institutions, to agree with each HEI a strategic direction and a set of performance 

targets in the form of a three-year compact, to monitor and assess HEI performance against 

the agreed compact and, finally, to allocate a proportion of institutional funding based on 

this performance.  

 

3. Specific Higher Education Issues Raised with the Committee 

 

WIT/Carlow IT Merger – Kelly Report 

The Minister for Education and Skills received Mr. Kelly’s report on 2nd July last and 

subsequently met with the Chairs and Presidents of Institute of Technology Carlow (ITC) and 

Waterford Institute of Technology (WIT) on 21st July to discuss the findings and 

recommendations in the report. The report was then published on 27th July. As outlined at 

the time of publication, it was agreed that a project plan for a process of facilitation would 

be developed by mid-August for consideration at ITC and WIT Governing Body meetings 

planned for end-August. The facilitation process is the first step recommended by Mr. Kelly. 

The Governing Bodies of both institutions held meetings at the end of August and agreed to 

engage in the proposed facilitation process, which is now underway.  

 

Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT) – Plagiarism 
                                                             
1
 System Performance Framework 2014–2016 http://www.education.ie/en/The-Education-System/Higher-

Education/HEA-Higher-Education-System-performance-Framework-2014-2016.pdf  

http://www.education.ie/en/The-Education-System/Higher-Education/HEA-Higher-Education-System-performance-Framework-2014-2016.pdf
http://www.education.ie/en/The-Education-System/Higher-Education/HEA-Higher-Education-System-performance-Framework-2014-2016.pdf
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The HEA is continuing to follow up on progress on the implementation of the review of 

plagiarism and a number of findings in the investigation report. The HEA has informed the 

Department that GMIT’s Code of Academic Policy on Plagiarism was scheduled for a review 

during the current academic year (2014/2015) and that the Registrar established a working 

group for this purpose. GMIT have stated that the revised policy will be informed by best 

practice in the area, including a review of the findings and recommendations in the 

investigation report. GMIT have informed the HEA that the working group held a number of 

meetings during the year with a final meeting due to take place to finalise changes/revisions 

to the policy. The revised policy will then be considered by Academic Council and then 

Governing Body. It is expected that this process will be completed by December 2015. More 

generally, the HEA issued advice on the management of costs of independent investigations 

to the Presidents of higher education institutions on 28th May, 2015. 

 

Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) 

Two anonymous correspondences were sent to the Public Accounts Committee, C&AG, the 

Department of Education & Skills and the HEA covering a wide range of issues in CIT. The 

Department requested that the HEA liaise with CIT to have the allegations thoroughly 

investigated. CIT referred the first set of allegations to its Audit Committee who took legal 

advice on the matter and subsequently appointed independent consultants, KMPG, to 

undertake a thorough review of the allegations. The report on the first set of allegations 

involved a review of the 175 allegations identified within the anonymous correspondence. 

KMPG also provided a detailed report on the 21 allegations contained in the second 

anonymous letter. 

 

Both consultant’s reports have been submitted to the HEA and they have found no evidence 

to support the main thrust of the allegations. The HEA followed up with CIT in relation to 

some minor issues that arose during the review and these matters have since been 

addressed. CIT has provided redacted copies of the two KPMG reports which the 

Department sent to the Committee in July (Department’s letter dated 6th July 2015 refers). 

The HEA has confirmed to the Department that, based on the KPMG reports and supporting 

information supplied by CIT, it is satisfied with the process implemented by CIT in 

investigating the allegations. 
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Allowances and Overtime Payments 

On the 31st March 2015 the President of UCC wrote to the Department referring to 

additional payments made to staff, many of which were not previously notified to the 

Department. The information supplied in the letter was not complete and we sought the 

outstanding details from the University. Following a direction from the Department the 

President confirmed on the 15th May 2015 that the additional payments had ceased. The 

Department is currently in discussions with UCC about the matter. 

 

Some universities also reported that they made overtime payments to incentivise academic 

staff to participate in a range of additional programmes, nationally and internationally, 

aimed at generating additional revenue. Each of the universities was directed to cease the 

practice of making overtime payments to academic and/or senior staff with effect from the 

31st August 2014 and were invited to submit a Business Case to the Department in support 

of individual cases.  A temporary sanction was given to the universities to continue these 

payments and this deadline has been extended to the 31 December 2015 to allow sufficient 

time to evaluate business cases which have since been submitted and to develop a set of 

rules for limiting and accounting for additional payments to academic staff involved in these 

activities, having regard to the controls governing public service pay. 

 




