
 

 

Budget 2020 Representation  

Summary 

Through a confederation of over 500 students’ unions, the National Union of Students represents 

the interests of around seven million students, learners and apprentices in post-16 education and 

training across the UK. 

We believe education is the fuel for our society and economy. It is the gateway to equality. It is 

where we’ll find solutions to climate change. It is how we get qualified to get a job and re-train 

when the world changes. The government needs to build a national strategy for education just like 

we have for the NHS, because it is just as vital. We need post-16 education to be funded, life-long 

and accessible. The market approach has failed to achieve this, and so we believe HM Treasury 

must use this budget to take the opportunity to invest in post-16 education, and the students 

studying within it, as a clear public good and to ensure a skilled and diverse workforce for the 

future. That process will take longer than one year, but our recommendations would ensure that 

we move in that direction.  

We recognise that this Budget will not see complete reform of the system given that the 

government have already stated that they will be responding to the Post-18 Education and Funding 

Review in full at the upcoming Spending Review. However, students cannot wait that long for some 

of the reforms they need and this Budget must be used to put this right. 

Our main concerns relate to further education funding, accommodation, transport and maintenance 

support. All these areas are devolved in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, so while we do not 

make specific recommendations in respect of those nations of the UK, it is equally clear that 

funding to the devolved administrations must be increased to allow them to address their students’ 

concerns in these areas and beyond. 

Further Education 

There has been a historic underinvestment in the further education sector which has had a 

significant effect on students. According to an Institute of Fiscal Studies report from 2018, funding 

for teaching and learning in adult further education fell by 14% in real terms between 2010/11 and 

2015/16.1 Meanwhile, the Adult Skills Budget funding, which covers all education for people older 

than 19, declined by 29% in cash terms in the same period.  In total, funding for apprenticeships 

and adult education has fallen by 45% since 2009/10.  

A recent survey of schools and colleges for the Raise the Rate campaign found that 78% have 

reduced student support services or extra-curricular activities as a result of funding pressures – 

with significant cuts to mental health support, employability skills and careers advice.2 It has also 

resulted in frozen pay for staff and fewer students entering FE. In the past eight years, the number 

of adult learners has fallen by one million people. 

The announcement of a £400 million investment in further education and sixth form colleges last 

year was very welcome and signalled an end to freeze on base rate of funding at £4,000 per 

student for 16 and 17 year olds, which had been in place since 2013. However, it still does not 

raise the rate to the £4,760 that the House of Commons Education Committee called on the 

government to deliver as a matter of urgency. This is a recommendation that NUS has backed 

through the Raise the Rate campaign and the government must use the Budget to enact 

                                                             

1 https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/13307 
2 https://raisetherate.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/document/Raise-the-Rate-Funding-Impact-Survey-March-
2019.pdf?t=1564143197 
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this. Colleges are essential for levelling up Britain’s skills, but the sector needs more 

funding to continue to do so. 

 The government’s manifesto promise of £2 billion to upgrade the college estate is also very 

necessary and we would like to see this funding as a matter of urgency at this budget. Education, 

for all learners, should be sustainably funded and so it is vital that we see a larger investment in 

the education budget rather than money being moved around from other funding streams. 

Student housing and living costs 

The cost of student housing is soaring throughout the UK. Student halls routinely exceed what is 

affordable given the maintenance available to students and excessively high rents are pushing 

students further into debt as they seek alternative sources of income to cover these costs.3 A 

better deal for renters is essential, and students must be at the heart of this. 

The recent fire in the Cube in Bolton has shown that too many students are still living in unsafe 

and unsuitable spaces. The prevalence of flammable cladding across the entire housing sector is 

still unknown and students’ lives are being put at risk due to inaction.  

Accessibility problems are particularly pronounced for Disabled and LGBT+ students, with housing 

providers failing to deliver suitable provision for disabled students, and LGBT+ students often 

denied dignity and privacy through the use of communal and gendered facilities. 

NUS would like to see the budget commit to funding a full independent review into 

student accommodation and to increase the maximum maintenance support that is 

available to students while they study, to ensure that they can afford accommodation for 

the duration of their study. 

 

Maintenance support 

The decision in 2015 to transition from maintenance grants to maintenance loans for new students 

in HE from 2016/17 was unnecessary and unwise. It has made the student loan system more 

regressive as the poorest students graduating with much higher debts than the richest, which has 

also damaged social mobility. Furthermore, we know that students from poorer backgrounds are 

more likely to be debt averse. This policy placed England significantly out of step with the rest of 

the UK. 4 

Maintenance grants were a key element in improving the accessibility of university for the most 

disadvantaged young people and can help people to achieve their potential. While in the last 

decade participation in Higher Education by the poorest students has increased, this was partly 

driven by the availability of non-repayable grants. A 2014 study by the Institute of Education 

showed that a £1,000 increase in grants created a 3.95% increase in participation.5 Restoring 

maintenance grants should be an urgent priority and grant rates, at the very least, must 

match current maintenance loan rates and be adequate to cover the modern cost of 

living.  

                                                             

3 https://www.nus.org.uk/PageFiles/12238/Unipol_NUS_AccommodationCostsSurvey2015.pdf  
4 Callender, Claire and Jackson, Jonathan (2005) Does the fear of debt deter students from higher education? 
Journal of social policy, 34 (4). pp. 509-540. ISSN 1469-7823 
5 Money for nothing: Estimating the impact of student aid on participation in higher education, 2014 
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Significant proportions of students in tertiary education report that they struggle to make ends 

meet.6 This is due to inadequate student support as sources of money available have not increased 

in line with inflation. For education to transform the lives of people who have not got onto the work 

ladder and lack qualifications, as well as people who are keen to return to work after raising a 

family, or switch from one career to another, it must be accessible to them. Greater maintenance 

support is essential for this and the budget should be used as an opportunity to extend this 

support into further education and to ensure part-time and distance learners have access to 

grant support. Coupled with a restoration of maintenance grant funding in higher 

education, this package would create a minimum living income for students across 

further and higher education.  

The Government must increase the household income thresholds at which student 

support is paid in line with inflation, as these have been frozen since 2008. If the current 

household income threshold of £25,000 for full student support had increased by inflation since 

then, the 2017/18 threshold would have been £31,711 and a much higher proportion of students 

would have been entitled to full support. 

The extortionate costs that students face are exacerbated in London and its surrounding areas. The 

NUS-UNIPOL Accommodation Costs Survey from 2018 showed that the overall average weekly rent 

outside the capital in 2018/19 was two thirds (68 per cent) of the average London level [LINK]. In 

London the average annual rent in Purpose Built Student Accommodation (PBSA) for 2018/19 was 

£8,875 and for the rest of the UK £5,928. The wider Private Rented Sector, which many students 

are renters in, in London is similarly more expensive compared to the rest of the UK. The 

government should look to increase the current London weighting on student 

maintenance loans to ensure that it is sufficient to make living and studying in London 

affordable for all students and assess the need to expand it to nearby towns that have 

similar costs of living for students. 

 

Student transport 

The availability of adequate and affordable transport can be a critical factor in access to education. 

The current system creates a postcode lottery as some local authorities fund significant subsidies 

to bring the cost of travel down to a more affordable level, others offer very little in the way of 

support. Problems can be particularly acute in rural areas where students may have to travel 

significant distances to reach their place of study, particularly if their chosen specialism is not 

available at their most local institution. The government have often professed their commitment to 

enhance quality and choice in education provision yet this can only manifest itself if students are 

practicably able to travel to their chosen institutions. 

The Budget should include funding for more financial support for students to be able to 

travel to their educational institutions and should ensure that provision of necessary 

transport is comprehensive in all local areas. The government should use the budget to 

pledge financial support for City Regions and other Local Authorities that will help them utilise their 

powers from the Bus Services Act 2017 to introduce franchise bus networks around the country 

and improve the accessibility of transport. 

                                                             

6 NUS, https://www.nusconnect.org.uk/resources/class-dismissed-getting-in-and-getting-on-in-further-and-

higher-education, 2018 
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Nursing, Midwifery and Allied Healthcare students 

The government’s recent announcement of the reintroduction of bursaries for nursing, midwifery 

and allied healthcare students was very welcome and will help to support students entering these 

courses. This new maintenance package is much improved for students as they will all receive 

£5,000 with up to £3,000 further funding available for eligible students, including for those: 

• In specialist disciplines that struggle to recruit, including mental health; 

• With an additional childcare allowance, on top of the £1,000 already on offer; and, 

• In areas of the country which have seen a decrease in people accepted on some nursing, 

midwifery and allied health courses over the past year. 

Although this is significant progress it will not go all the way to solving the recruitment difficulties 

that the NHS currently faces. While maintenance grants will reduce the amount of debt that these 

students graduate with, the average student will still be presented with debts over £27,000 due to 

extortionate tuition fees. In order to make sure that the NHS workforce can grow and has the 

support it needs tuition fee exemptions need to be introduced for all students in nursing, 

midwifery and healthcare. These students are often unable to seek alternative sources of 

income due to mandatory clinical placements included in their courses, therefore it is 

essential that these students are eligible to apply in full for the wider maintenance loan 

package. 

VAT collection in students’ unions 

HMRC has recently changed its treatment of the supply of catering by students’ unions, which were 

previously exempt from VAT as they were covered by an Extra Statutory Concession. HMRC are 

now interpreting this in a way that removes the exemption on food served in students’ unions’ 

bars, despite no guidance as to what constitutes their definition of a bar. On top of this the change 

in interpretation is being retroactively applied resulting in millions of pounds being collected from 

charities and taken away from beneficiaries. Many outlets considered to be bars will sell much 

more food than drink, especially as the style of outlet and customer behaviour has changed beyond 

all recognition since the concession was granted. 

This unfair and unnecessarily punitive action is putting undue financial pressures on students’ 

unions and the services that they provide for students. The government should use this budget 

to re-examine their outdated but recent interpretation and certainly not apply a 

retrospective VAT collection.   

Further Information 

These are essential commitments that the Chancellor should make in the 2019 Spending Round to 

ensure that post-16 education is fully-funded, accessible and lifelong. If we can provide any further 

information on any of these topics please contact Taidgh Pledger, Public Affairs Officer 

(Taidgh.Pledger@nus.org.uk). 


