     Flawed Option Appraisal Process - Elmwood College

In November 2023 proposals for a review of a new academic delivery model at Elmwood, identified that animal care (AC) provision at Elmwood continues to maintain a productive and lucrative rate or level of activity year after year. It is sustainable and profitable; the four programs delivered generate an annual income of £850.000.00; recruitment targets are routinely hit and often exceeded with waiting lists for programs; strong retention rates are enjoyed (important for funding) with above sector average for unit achievement rates. 
On average, 82% of the NC students progress onto the HNC.  These learners would be lost to the SRUC as they do not possess the necessary qualifications for direct entry onto existing HE programs. Many of the students progress onto other SRUC courses both at Elmwood and other campuses throughout the SRUC. 95% of the learners are local and commute to attend classes. 
Based on the amount Animal Care generates, the proposals for a new academic model identified that it would be a viable option for SRUC to invest in the capital spend necessary to ensure this provision and its income stream are maintained going forward. It is recognised that animals are crucial to maintain this provision/income. 
The main options reviewed included:
1) Retaining the West Wing thus retaining student numbers and income.
2) Relocate Animal Care into a modular unit thus retaining current student numbers and income.
3) Relocate Animal Care into a smaller modular structure.
The conclusion recommended that current provision is maintained; to terminate practical provision would mean that FE provision could not occur, causing a massive loss in income (income reduced in the region of half a million £s per year) with a huge negative impact on progression and the income associated with that.  
Options 1 and 2 merit further investigation to ascertain which option would be the most cost effective to implement and which future proofs provision/income for the SRUC going forwards. 
A few months later a second Option Appraisal was then undertaken by the SRUC in January 2024. It outlined the options around the reprovision on the site for courses which are impacted by the closure of the main building, focusing on the animal care unit, gamekeeping and rural land studies.  The Options were to be discussed with the user groups. 


The Options included:
Option 1: Refurbish Large Workshop EL/10
The large workshop is located to the west of the main building west wing and is currently used by rural land studies. The facility extends to 361m2 GIA and has potential for better utilisation and shared space with other departments. 
Option 2: New Modular Animal Care Unit Facility 
This option considers providing a new build modular facility on vacant land within the Elmwood site to be retained. There are various locations which can be considered but the costs will largely remain consistent wherever the facility is located.
Option 3: Refurbish Elmwood West Wing
Animal care and gamekeeping currently operate from this wing of the main building. Budget costs to disconnect the west wing from the main 4 storey teaching building has been assessed and considered to be in the order of £2.56m including vat. This option would allow animal care and gamekeeping to operate within existing occupied areas in the west wing. rural land would continue to operate from the workshop (no remedial works and costs are provided for the workshop in this option). 
This option (and other options) does not include for demolition of the main campus building or for the construction of a new gable wall forming the disconnected west wing. 
Due to the location of the west wing within the site, retaining the west wing would reduce the useable land area available for future development/sale and therefore impacts negatively on the value of the site. 
While this Option Appraisal was again supportive of the reprovision on site for the courses affected by the closure of the main building at Elmwood College, it focussed mainly on the costs associated with the various physical site options. The only hint that the SRUC were considering selling the land to a developer appeared in Option 3 and the identified Risks: 
Should the west wing be retained this will impact on the available footprint of the land forming the east/north of the site. This would make future development or disposal less attractive and would ultimately lead to the decrease in the land value.
So, it came as a complete surprise to staff, and students when in February 2025 a consultation document was sent to staff and students detailing the proposed closure of the Animal care Unit which would completely counter and contradict the recommendation in the 2023 Option Appraisal to future proof provision/income for the SRUC going forwards and maintain current provision, as to terminate practical provision would mean that FE provision could not occur, causing a massive loss in income (income reduced in the region of half a million £s per year) with a huge negative impact on progression and the income associated with that.
However it can be seen from the Board minutes of a meeting held in December 2024, with the Elmwood Options Discussion (paper 676) labelled as being (Confidential Closed Business) and with the SRUC Chair and Chief Operating Officer reiterating the CLOSED and CONFIDENTIAL nature of this agenda item, that another Option Appraisal was undertaken at that meeting, with Option 3: Removal of Animal Care (i.e. decommissioning the main Building) put forward as the recommended option for approval in principal that day. 
In our opinion this was done with little consideration having been given to:
· the impact on the staff and current and future students of cuts in the courses 
· the impact on the local economy 
· the impact on local businesses 
· the impact on students with additional support needs
· the massive loss of income and provision of FE courses
The SRUC did say they would work with students impacted by the decision to enable them to study elsewhere with other local providers or other campuses and every effort was to be made to avoid compulsory redundancy.  
Yet the fact that over the last year the SRUC had not offered students on courses in Animal Care at Elmwood provision for delivery in 2025 onwards would seem to imply that the closure of the Animal Care Unit had been predetermined a year earlier. Also, the consultation document was apparently to be sent to staff, students, trade unions, key external contacts and stakeholders. However, the Elie & Earlsferry Community Council group was not sent the consultation documents or involved in any way in the consultation process. 
The Impact on Students of cuts in FE courses
The report on the FE Curriculum for Northeast Fife (2017) identified a sustained and healthy demand for Further Education Skills in NE Fife and suggested there would therefore appear to be the potential to create an enhanced provision of FE in the north of NE Fife. It noted that there is a demand for FE provision in NE Fife over and above the current provision at Elmwood campus.  This is of the order of 400 FTE students per annum and sufficient to justify the production of a business case for a new development.
Of the forecast demand for 16,000 replacement jobs, the number requiring FE qualifications between 2016 and 2024 is estimated to be in the region of 6,000 or roughly 750 per year.  This is nearly 4 times the current number of school leavers in NE Fife who currently go into FE each year (about 200) suggesting a high demand for those with relevant FE qualifications. 
Elmwood College is the closest land-based studies college in this area.  Without it the students face having to travel further afield to study land-based courses, as Fife College does not offer these courses.
The SRUC also removed "Intro" courses. These are an essential stepping stone for learners who don't quite have the grades to go straight from school into a National Certificate (NC) level course or who don't feel comfortable going straight to an NC course. Intro courses allow people to learn the basics. Not everyone is ready to go in at NC level.
Many of the younger members of society also face great difficulties in obtaining employment. The provision of local educational opportunities can go a long way to counter this.  
The Impact on the Local Economy
We believe the managed decline in course provision by the SRUC along with the selling of local rural facilities at Elmwood college is depriving future generations of students from developing land-based skills.  
The Scottish countryside is an important contributor to the nation’s economy: cereals, potatoes, soft fruit, beef and dairy, sheep and forestry.  The food produced in Scotland is renowned for its high quality and you might think that it is essential to reinforce this state of affairs through the provision of educational courses in those areas where demand is greatest to learn rural skills and where back-up services are most needed, yet these facilities are contracting and with the current approach being taken, the danger is that some may disappear altogether. 
In addition, it was flagged up that over time there has been a reduction in the delivery of some of the more expensive practical programmes and access for learners has significant regional variation as a result. Any further reductions in the availability of land-based education and training facilities would be a significant concern to the land-based industries affected and would be very difficult if not impossible to replace.
The Impact on Local Businesses
We feel that the main priorities in the local Fife area have been abandoned by the SRUC: enhancing the rural economy, supporting agricultural and forestry businesses, protecting and improving the natural environment, addressing the impact of climate change and supporting rural communities.
[bookmark: _Hlk161061624][bookmark: _Hlk203231148]In the NFU’s 2023 Annual Report there was again a focus on skills provision and Land-Based Learning. They put forward key issues they had identified to the Government’s Commission reviewing Land-Based Learning and the Independent Skills Review. The report noted that across the Sector, businesses are experiencing workforce shortages and struggling to recruit. Given their importance in terms of food and materials production, addressing the nature and climate crises and supporting rural communities and the economy, it is imperative that we find solutions which attract more entrants, widen the pool of applicants, and increase training opportunities. 
The major issues for our rural community if we lose the Elmwood College site will be the loss of access to training for important local industries (especially land and golf based) with very few other sites in Scotland that offer these vocational training courses; loss of many professional jobs in our rural area with low job density; loss of biodiversity/green space and possible risk to Cupar’s Sports centre, that is used for locals for recreation as well as for college use; and loss of a college that provides excellent local support for students with Additional Support Needs.  In particular, the needs of students from North Fife with ASN cannot be met elsewhere due to the cost and distance involved in the travel to alternative education provision sites for these vulnerable individuals.
The Impact on Students with Additional Support Needs.
Elmwood was renowned for the support and nurturing of students with learning difficulties and mental health issues, something which is needed more now than ever with an increase in the number of students requiring support. 
Northeast Fife needs local Further and Higher Education provision. Our area suffers from exceptionally high rates of family/child poverty (double the national and Fife averages), high cost of living, very high transport/fuel poverty rates and very poor public transport to the smaller communities. Many smaller communities lack bus connections at times that allow a commute to/from college or work. To make the journey from the East Neuk or the Howe of Fife to the next nearest college sites at Glenrothes or Dunfermline would require at least 2 changes of bus, even for those settlements that still have a bus service. Many of the connections are poor and can involve waits of up to an hour. 
We no longer have a local driving test centre since the centre in Cupar closed. If the Elmwood site were to be sold in favour of another use (SRUC have made it clear to staff that there is an intention to sell to a housing developer), this would have a catastrophic impact on local young people, particularly those with ASN and those who wish to train to work in local land-based industries
Yet, student assisted housing was first halved then cut completely in 2023 with very little warning.  This was a superb much needed facility which had helped so many young disabled people, who with Elmwood's support were able to learn to live and work independently near to their home and family. The SRUC also cut support services at Elmwood College. These support services are critical.  It is essential that this support is delivered in person and not on-line or over the telephone. 
In our opinion, with the strong shift by the SRUC away from a rural trades college which is what the young people in our area need, towards a higher education establishment offering more university-type degrees, we feel that these students and their future education have been effectively abandoned by the SRUC in its drive to replace Further Education with Higher Education. 
Yet if we look at school leavers going to education, training or employment, and break this down by those who do and do not have additional support needs, we can immediately see significant differences. Leavers without ASN are nearly twice as likely to successfully progress directly to Higher Education (in university or college), whereas those with ASN are much more likely to go into Further Education after school. It is hardly surprising to see so many ‘more able pupils’ going on to Higher Education straight after school – 69 percent of them do this. However, for those with a general learning disability, or who have suffered interruptions to their education, the chances of going straight to Higher Education are far lower – eight percent and nine percent respectively. (James MacEnaney: Herald 9th December 2024).
Change of Direction Required in Fife
Due to the unique challenges faced by these coastal and rural areas in Fife, we believe there is a need to Turn the Tide towards progress on improving access for the local population to education and training for careers in rural occupations, and employment opportunities rather than simply ignoring the challenges. 
We believe this change of direction should also involve a review of the proposals with regard to Elmwood College with comprehensive and effective involvement of the key stakeholders in this process, including the students and staff as we believe the Option Appraisal Process undertaken by the SRUC was flawed.  
It would seem that as the SRUC debt mounted at their sites elsewhere, in December 2024 decisions were taken by the SRUC Board in private behind closed doors prior to any consultation process, with little note being taken of the negative impact of the closure of the Animal Care Unit on the students and staff, local school-leavers seeking to acquire a land based education and vocational skills in the Fife area, the local economy, local businesses and students with additional support needs.  
Following that decision in December 2024, only one option was put out for consultation i.e. the closure of the Animal Care Unit.  It would appear to be the case, that the income generated from the sale of the land at Elmwood College to a housing developer is to be used to clear SRUC’s overall debt.  
We believe that the price being paid by Elmwood College to prop up high risk SRUC projects such as the vet school in Aberdeen is too high and totally unacceptable.  
A local stakeholder recently quoted: 
One of the many Principals that Elmwood had in post over the years was Christina Potter.  In her inaugural speech to the staff, she indicated that she had done some background research about Elmwood through her contacts in Scottish Education.  She was told “Elmwood, that’s a jewel in a crown!”  I am afraid that jewel has become somewhat tarnished under the management of the SRUC and is about to disappear. 
Save Elmwood Group
17 July 2025









