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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

Council Report to Senate 
 

13 March 2012 
 
Matters from Senate 
 
Council endorsed the proposal for the establishment of a Faculty of Colleges, noting that the 
necessary supportive amendments to the University Statutes would be forwarded for approval to 
the next meetings of Senate and Council. 
 
Woolf Inquiry 
 
Council received, and welcomed as a useful synthesis of points, a paper which drew from the 
Inquiry report observations of general relevance to universities and learning points for 
consideration in the Durham context, together with suggestions for further action, noting that UEC 
had considered the paper and had endorsed the actions. The paper is attached to this report for 
the information of Senate members.          
           Attachment 1 
 
Chairman’s Business 
 
Council congratulated Professor Forster on his appointment as Vice-Chancellor of the University 
of Essex.  
 
Council noted with pleasure the acceptance by the University of an invitation to join the Russell 
Group of leading research intensive universities from 1 August 2012, noting from the Vice-
Chancellor the key advantages for the University of this membership and that it had been a 
requirement on the University that discussions leading up to the announcement take place in 
absolute confidence.  
 
Durham Students’ Union 
 
Council received a presentation from the DSU President and DSU Chief Executive which set out 
some of the key issues facing the Union, noting that to inform the development of a three year plan 
for the Union, a key objective for this year, market research was currently being undertaken with 
key stakeholders to identify their needs. It was intended that the plan would be presented to the 
DSU Trustee Board in May;  
 
The Vice-Chancellor thanked the current DSU Executive and their predecessors who, over the last 
3 years, had helped, along with the Trustees, to deliver transformational change in the relationship 
between the Union and the University, changing the Union’s focus from commercial services to 
membership services thus enabling stability to be brought to the Union’s financial position, and 
engaging in a constructive dialogue with JCRs and MCRs. The University was committed to 
renovating Dunelm House to enable it to better provide for the needs of DSU, students and staff.   
 
Council noted the results of elections for the DSU sabbatical officers taking up office in August 
2012, as below, and congratulated the incoming officers: 
 
  President-Elect: Archie Dallas (Trevelyan College) 
  Education and Welfare Officer-Elect: Jenny James (Collingwood College) 
  Societies and Student Development Officer-Elect: Jim Elliott (Van Mildert College) 
  DUCK Officer-Elect: Carmen O’Loughlin (Trevelyan College) 
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Attachment 1 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

The Woolf Inquiry: Analysis of findings for the Durham context 
 

Introduction 

1. The report of the Woolf Inquiry [An inquiry into the LSE’s links with Libya and lessons to be 
learned] was prepared as the outcome of an inquiry appointed by the Council of the LSE to 
establish the full facts of the LSE’s links with Libya. It provides a detailed commentary and 
analysis of events at the LSE and its recommendations are for the LSE. However, the 
report also offers observations of relevance to other institutions, and this paper draws out 
those points for consideration in the Durham context. 

2. The following analysis is presented under four themes: 

a. Academic matters: PhD admissions and supervision 
b. Fundraising matters 
c. Oversight of partnerships and engagement 
d. Values and ethics 

3. For each theme, a synthesis of the key findings or observations of the Woolf report is 
presented followed by an outline of the current position at Durham. Where relevant, bold 
text indicates a suggestion that further action might be appropriate. References in the 
format (WR x.xx) refer to paragraph numbers within the Woolf Report.  

Academic matters: admissions and supervision 

4. The Woolf report notes that ethical and reputational risks arise when there is no uniformly 
established and accepted approach to the admission of postgraduate students. The need 
to ensure good communication of policies and approaches, and consistent implementation, 
is emphasised. The report notes that: 

Academic independence should be respected. However, a machinery which sits above 
departments is needed to avoid difficulties and conflicts which may emerge 
interdepartmentally. (WR 2.86) 

5. The creation of an over-arching committee to oversee PhD admissions is suggested as 
representing best practice, to carry out such functions as oversight of PhD admissions, 
decisions on appropriate supervisors, and to ensure that the scope of a thesis is 
appropriate and achievable. 

6. In Durham, the Admissions Sub-Committee of Education Committee oversees both 
postgraduate and undergraduate admissions. Each Faculty has a Postgraduate sub-
committee which has responsibility for strategy, quality and standards with respect to both 
PGT and PGR programmes. We also have the post of Dean of the Graduate School, who 
has responsibility for monitoring and revising policy. There are, therefore, both institutional 
level and Faculty level bodies which have the potential fulfil the function outlined by Woolf 
and thereby mitigate the main risk which his investigation identified at the LSE, i.e. that 
different departments had different ‘philosophical’ approaches to admissions which resulted 
in inconsistent admissions strategies across departments.  
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7. However, despite our existing structures in practice the recruitment of PhD students 
remains largely a personal decision for an individual academic, which may be discussed 
with the Departmental Director of Postgraduate Studies, and / or the Head of Department. 
There are situations in some departments where individual supervisory levels have 
exceeded, and on current plans will continue to exceed, the institutional limits set.  This has 
in the past led to complaints from both staff and students and difficulties when members of 
staff leave the University.  We cannot be confident therefore that our existing policies are 
sufficiently robustly and consistently implemented to overcome not only different 
‘philosophical’ approaches to admissions between departments but also the departmental 
practices which lead to such differences developing.   

8. It is further the case that our existing mechanisms do not expect to review matters at the 
level of individual candidates, for example the detail of a particular applicant’s thesis 
proposal. Such matters would normally be dealt with by individual supervisors at 
departmental level. Woolf notes that this too can present risks, most particularly in an inter-
disciplinary or inter-departmental context where some level of oversight may be required to 
safeguard the best interests of the student. (WR 2.86 to 2.88) 

9. It is suggested that the Dean of the Graduate School working with the Admissions 
Sub-Committee consider these issues and the further controls which may be 
required to ensure consistent implementation of good practice in the admission of 
PGR students. 

10. The Woolf report also comments on the monitoring of academic progress. Woolf notes that 
whilst LSE had clear guidance that full time students should be resident in London for the 
duration of their studies this was not enforced in Saif Gaddafi’s case. The report also 
comments at length on the need for there to be clarity over the additional support which is 
permitted to research students, particularly those for whom English is not their first 
language, by way of tutoring, proof-reading, and research assistance. 

11. As noted above, the Durham committee structure provides appropriate fora in which such 
issues could be debated and determined, and there are well established mechanisms for 
the dissemination of policy. Clear regulations exist to oversee supervision. The structure 
and framework of supervisory teams is clearly formulated, and the University requires a 
policy on the management of supervisions from each academic department which is 
approved by the relevant chair of the PG Faculty Education Committee. These policies 
include the minimum frequency of scheduled meetings between supervisor and student.  

12. However, at present Colleges have the power to grant research students permission to 
study away from the University, and this can happen in the absence of consultation with 
the academic department.  This has resulted in cases of students being found to be making 
inadequate progress and not resident in Durham.  On occasion supervisors reach 
individual arrangements with their students. We also have experience of issues arising 
when supervision arrangements are based on an authorised ‘distance’ arrangement, for 
example as provided for within the terms of our Professional Doctorates. Considerations of 
the ability to maintain a productive supervisory relationship and to adequately monitor 
academic progress are relevant to the development of such programmes. 

13. It is suggested that: 

a. the regulations governing the residence requirements for PGR students and 
the awarding of concessions in this area are reviewed to ensure that 
considerations of academic progress are paramount; 
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b. the arrangements for ‘distance supervision’ are considered to ensure 
consistent application of good practice in this area. 

14. In addition to the above, it is the case that we currently have no guidance or regulations 
which govern the limits to academic assistance for PGR students. There is a section in the 
Postgraduate Handbook which covers matters of academic malpractice, including 
plagiarism and collusion, and this might usefully be expanded with a discussion of the 
types of help which are acceptable. Woolf comments ‘however difficult to express, there 
are different parameters of permissible assistance, and they should not remain unwritten’ 
(WR 2.106). 

15. It is suggested that this matter be remitted to the Dean of the Graduate School for 
consideration in the first instance. (WR 2.102 to 2.107) 

Fundraising matters 

16. Section 3 of the Woolf Report ‘The Donation’ considers in very great detail the particular 
circumstances surrounding the LSE’s solicitation and acceptance of a gift from the Gaddafi 
Foundation. The observations and conclusions reached concern both fundraising practice 
(noted here) and ethics (covered in paragraphs 28 to 32 below). 

17. Woolf notes the increased emphasis on fundraising in most UK institutions as the funding 
environment changes, and as institutions seek to compete on the international stage. He 
recognises the increasing importance of philanthropy in underpinning research, and 
concludes that with this comes an urgent need to ensure that the appropriate policies and 
practices are in place to manage this burgeoning aspect of University business.  

18. The report recognises that this is a complex arena in which to operate: ‘Locating a donor 
and soliciting a gift are difficult and sensitive tasks’ (WR 3.4). Woolf identifies three key 
considerations in assessing any gift. Firstly, the vital role of due diligence to ensure that 
universities can guard against money laundering, receiving money from illegal sources, 
and inadvertently being used to confer respectability on others. Secondly, he notes that 
fundraising activity must be aligned to an institution’s core values. Thirdly, the long term 
reputational interests of the university must be considered. (WR 3.5 to 3.7). Above all, 
Woolf recognises that this is an area where careful thought and judgment are required: 

It is therefore vital that a university carefully analyses any potential donation. It should seek 
to obtain sufficient evidence to enable it to come to the right decision as to whether it 
should accept a gift or not. This will involve making a judgment. A university should not be 
criticised for deciding to lawfully accept a gift, so long as it makes proper investigations and 
then comes to one of the range of decisions which are appropriate in the circumstances. 

While stressing the importance of a proper evaluation of the risks involved, care must be 
taken to avoid becoming excessively risk averse and refusing donations which could 
properly be accepted. Philanthropists may take exception to their offers of donations being 
spurned. The cases where this happens should be limited to the minority of situations 
where there are real grounds for doing so. (WR 3.8 and 3.9) 

19. The Woolf report’s conclusions in this regard align with the discussions which Council and 
UEC have had over the last year. Council considered the paper ‘The Ethics of University 
Funding: a discussion paper for Council’ at its meeting on 17 May 2011, which discussed 
the legal obligations of Council with respect to gift acceptance and associated 
considerations for the development of a new ethical framework and Gift Acceptance Policy. 
Through this and subsequent discussions we have recognised the importance of due 
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diligence and a risk based approach to the assessment of potential donors. We have also 
discussed at length the processes required to ensure that Council is in a position to 
exercise its responsibilities appropriately.  

20. As an outcome of these discussions our Gift Acceptance Policy has been reviewed and 
redrafted by the Treasurer, who has taken the findings of the Woolf report into account. 
The main learning points from the Woolf report with respect to fundraising are as follows: 

a. The need for an up to date Gift Acceptance Policy, which may be maintained as 
part of a broader ethical framework;  

b. The importance of thorough due diligence, and obtaining a full understanding of the 
source of any donation; 

c. The importance of the transparent communication of the outcome of due diligence 
work to the decision-maker; 

d. The importance of conducting due diligence as early as possible in any relationship 
with a potential funder; 

e. That no gift should be accepted from a current student; 

f. The need for clear lines of responsibility; 

g. Clarity about the role of Council and any other committees or officers. 

Durham's recently redrafted Gifts Policy addresses these issues. It does not proscribe the 
acceptance of gifts from current students as it is our practice to include current students 
and their families in general appeals for funds. Significant (greater than £1,000) gifts from 
current or prospective students and/or persons known to be in a close familial or personal 
relationship with a current or prospective student are included in the list of "caution topics" 
within the Policy, requiring reference of the decision to solicit or accept a particular gift to 
the Treasurer to determine the appropriate course of action within the terms of the Policy.   
 

Alongside approval of the Gifts Policy by Council on January 31 2012 we also agreed an 
annual review process, to occur in the first instance in October 2012. This will provide an 
annual opportunity to reflect on the implementation of the policy and adjust it as 
appropriate in the light of experience. We further agreed arrangements for reporting to 
Council on gifts accepted. 

21. In operational terms, Woolf notes the risks which may arise from the fundraising activities 
of individual academic staff or units if these are not fully co-ordinated and understood at 
institutional level. He suggests that there is a need to co-ordinate fundraising activity 
across the institution, with clear and consistent guidance, policies and oversight from the 
professional Development Office.  

22. It is suggested that the guidance in place and the DARO structures and mechanisms 
for oversight of fundraising activity across the institution are considered in this 
context to ensure that this risk is controlled (WR 3.155). 

23. Woolf also discusses the issues which may arise when academic staff become closely 
involved with the bodies from which they are seeking funding, for example by joining a 
related advisory board or other such body. The report notes that un-managed conflicts of 
interest in this context may affect both the clarity of decision-making around gift or research 
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contract acceptance and perceptions of donor influence over research agendas. In the 
Durham context this risk may be most likely to occur in relation to the Research Institutes 
and with respect to collaborative research projects.  

24. It is suggested that the potential for such conflicts of interest to arise and the need 
for any guidance in this area be considered by the Research Committee for 
integration into our ethical framework.  (WR 3.101, 3.202)  

Oversight of Partnerships and Engagement 

25. One of the themes running through the Woolf Report is the extent to which individual 
members of staff and departments within the LSE were building links with Libya in 
ignorance of the activities of their colleagues (WR 4.2 to 4.7). There was thus no 
institutional-level view of the totality of the LSE’s links with Libya, and no means to assess 
its total risk exposure: 

There was no sufficient system in place at the LSE to monitor and assess the cumulative 
effect of links with Libya which were developing in distinct parts of the LSE...an ad hoc 
group of links developed incrementally, creating a real impression of closeness between 
the School and Libya, but no...due diligence or risk assessment exercise had taken place. 
(WR 4.5 and 4.7) 

26. At Durham, we have already recognised the need to find appropriate mechanisms to 
ensure that there is oversight of our various partnerships and the PVC (Partnerships and 
Engagement) is leading this work. We have made some progress with respect to 
international links but overall have found it to be a complex and challenging problem to 
address in a University context. Sadly Lord Woolf has nothing to offer by way of solutions, 
other than to note that individual academic staff have a responsibility to communicate 
relevant information through whatever structure exists (WR 4.55).  

27. The main driver for this work to date has been to improve our operational efficiency and 
effectiveness and this clearly remains important. It is suggested that the PVC 
(Partnerships and Engagement) continue with this work, and in doing so ensures 
that the ethical and risk management dimensions of the challenge are duly 
considered and addressed. 

Values and ethics 

28. There are references throughout the Woolf report to ethical matters and Woolf’s central 
recommendation concerns the need for the LSE to develop a clearly codified ethical 
framework and a structure to support its implementation (WR 1.24 to 1.29). Woolf notes 
that changes over recent years to the nature of Higher Education have left institutional 
structures and practices in this area lagging behind those common in the international 
businesses which universities increasingly resemble. Woolf discusses ethics and risk as 
integrated issues, and is clear that any framework should be consistently applied across 
the institution: 

It is particularly essential that the procedures for scrutinising whether funding is acceptable 
to the School are consistent, whether the funding comes from a research contract or a 
donation. There must be a mechanism of communication between any separate bodies 
which perform the function of scrutiny of one of the other type of funding. (WR 3.165) 

29. At Durham we began work in 2011 to develop a coherent ethical framework based on a 
clear set of institutional values. The development of this set of values statements is 



Governance Support Unit 
Durham University 

Report to Senate Kate Deeming 
Director of Governance Support 

Ext. 46113 / c.r.deeming@durham.ac.uk 
S:\Governance Support Unit\Governance\Senate\2 C & P\2011 12\05 May\Documents\S 11 71 ReportCouncil.docx 
 

underway. Our values statements will have associated behavioural expectations which 
inform the way in which all members of the University community are expected to act. 
Council has also agreed that our ethical framework must be applied consistently across all 
areas of University business. 

30. With respect to development of an ethical framework, Woolf references a joint report from 
the Institute of Business Ethics and the Council for Industry and Higher Education called 
‘Ethics Matters’. This report provides a useful analysis of ethical issues in Higher Education 
and guidance on how to go about developing a framework. It has a ten step process for 
developing a framework as follows: 

Step 1: Leadership and endorsement.  

Council and UEC have endorsed the approach set out in the paper ‘Values and Ethics 
Framework: progress report for Council’, considered by Council on 5 July 2011. 

Step 2:  Allocate time and resources 

The PVC (Research) is leading the values project, which has been resourced with a project 
team and consultancy support. 

Step 3: Start with values 

This is the approach we have adopted. 

Step 4: Build on existing ethics-related documents 

This is the approach outlined and endorsed in the progress report paper. 

Steps 5 to 10 are to: learn from others; think about language and length; decide on a 
beginning and an end; choose a structure; produce a draft for consultation; finalise the 
framework. 

31. The approach proposed and underway at Durham is thus in line with the core 
recommendation of Woolf and the guidance in ‘Ethics Matters’. It is suggested that we 
should continue to progress this work as planned, clarifying the leadership and 
resources required to move the project beyond development of the values 
statement. 

32. Finally, Woolf has some observations to make about the governance of research centres in 
the context of ethical and risk management. At Durham, we have relatively recently 
reviewed the governance and management arrangements for both Research Institutes and 
Research Centres, and have set clear expectations for the way these units operate within 
the Durham context. There do not appear to be any indications arising from the Woolf 
report that we need to revisit this work, but it may be helpful for Research Committee to 
note the relevant section of the report at its next review point for these structures 
(WR 3.194 to 3.202). 

 
Carolyn Fowler 
Registrar and Secretary 
 
Sophie Daniels 
Policy Support Officer 

January 2012 


