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Cross-Party Group on Universities 

Meeting notes  
Date of meeting 5.30pm, Wednesday 05 July 2017 

Location Conference Room A, Tŷ Hywel, National Assembly for Wales 

Present  Assembly Members: Huw Irranca-Davies AM (Chair); Darren Millar AM; 

David Rees AM; Hefin David AM; Siân Gwenllian AM; Mike Hedges AM; Kirsty 

Williams AM; Elin Jones AM; Mark Isherwood AM. 

University Members: Amanda Wilkinson; Olivia Jones; Kieron Rees; 

Professor Colin Riordan; Professor John Grattan; Dr Bryn Jones; Professor 

Cara Carmichael Aitchison; Professor Maria Hinfelaar; Professor Richard 

Davies; Professor Helen Langton; Dr Jane Davidson. 

Others: Rhys Flowers (Secretary); Dewi Knight; Huw Morris; Cerith Rhys-

Jones; Dr Paula Black. 

 
1. Welcome and introduction 

 
 The Chair opened the meeting and thanked all in attendance. 

 
2. Presentation from Dr Paula Black, Director of Nottingham 

Civic Exchange 
 

 Dr Paula Black gave a presentation on the work that Nottingham Civic Exchange had done in 
connection with furthering civic engagement, and how it has sought to influence debate and 
policy from a regional point of view 

 Students were being integrated in all of the Civic Exchange’s work and they were looking at 
ways for them to engage more with their local community. All students were to have a work-
related placement by 2018 

 Challenges facing the organisation included measuring the impact of its work, which was an 
issue they are currently investigating further 

 One of the first projects focussed on engaging with “ordinary working families”, which is 
seen as being relevant to its local area around Nottingham 

 In terms of sustainability, strategic investment funding for 3 years had been extremely 
helpful, along with its relationship with the Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, 
Manufactures and Commerce. It was also important that its work “went with the grain of the 
university’s strategic plan” 

 Challenges facing the project included having to mitigate a lack of resources through 
building partnerships, the multiple demands already on universities and the need to 
somehow incentivise further engagement with a wide range of stakeholders. 
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3. Update from the Cabinet Secretary for Education 
 

 Kirsty Williams AM opened by declaring that the civic engagement of universities was 
something she “felt strongly about” and that she wanted universities to develop relationships 
with communities and organisations 

 She went on to list a number of examples where Welsh universities were making a very 
positive contribution to their local communities, before going on to say more needs to be 
done 

 A joint conference between government and universities is to be held during the autumn in 
order to explore further what universities can contribute to their civic mission 

 She stated there had been positive discussions around the living wage and she was really 
pleased with the reaction of the higher education sector to these discussions 

 The Cabinet Secretary said that there was a lot to be hopeful about, and despite some 
challenges on the horizon, she was feeling extremely positive about what universities could 
contribute to the nation 

 Each university representative gave a short presentation outlining examples of community 
engagement within their institutions 

 Following the presentations, Professor Colin Riordan raised the need to properly define what 
was meant by ‘civic engagement’ and how universities should measure its success 

 Darren Millar AM noted that many of the examples were health-related and whether it was 
possible to implement a Wales-wide coordinated approach, where each university 
concentrated on a particular aspect or field 

 Kirsty Williams AM went on to say there were many examples of Welsh universities 
“punching above their weight” and there was a need for the public at large to be aware of 
available resources within institutions; to which Darren Millar AM replied that there was a 
need for a joined up mapping exercise of the civic agenda 

 Huw Morris pointed to The Civic University, edited by Professor John Goddard, as a 
template 

 Professor Cara Aitchison and Dr Jane Davidson were both in agreement that there was a 
need to properly define what was meant by ‘civic engagement’ and that once it was, Welsh 
universities would have a “great story to tell” 

 Mark Isherwood AM spoke of the importance of universities being represented on economic 
boards, that students should be encouraged to volunteer in the community and that work 
was coordinated with the third sector 

 Dr Paula Black then spoke of how universities could use stakeholder engagement to break 
down barriers and help solve structural issues 

 Kirsty Williams AM closed the discussion by saying she had been “hugely heartened” by the 
willingness of the sector to respond to her civic engagement call and agreed that there was a 
need to find a common definition, with the autumn conference a chance to agree this. 

 
 

4. Agree topic for next meeting 
 

 Discussions were then held on what the topic of the next meeting should be, with Brexit, city 
growth deals and structural funding suggested as possible options 

 It was decided to hold further discussions over the summer before making a final decision.  
 
 

  


