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I am pleased to welcome you to the latest TRAC
Development Group (TDG) Bulletin. There has
definitely been an autumnal chill in the air as we are
looking at embedding our new ways of working and
discovering what the ‘new normal’ means for us all. I
am conscious of the demands that the last 18 months
have placed on all of us and our families and, for the
role you all play in TRAC, I want to thank you.

We have recently held the latest TRAC Practitioners’ Conference. Yet again we had a
bumper number of delegates and, in addition to hearing from Nolan Smith of the
Office for Students (OfS) about the Review of TRAC, we focused the conference on
more practical matters, in response to previous feedback.
The TRAC Development Group has continued to focus on how it can help institutions
minimise the impact of meeting the requirements of the TRAC return and we are
keen to support the outcomes of the Review of TRAC when the report is published
later this year. The Review of TRAC is an important opportunity to make the case for
any required changes and enhancements. TDG has contributed to the review from
the outset. I was grateful to the Regulators and Funders Group (RFG) for inviting TDG
to contribute our thoughts on the scoping of the review and on the opportunities for
TRAC moving forwards. I am aware that the Review of TRAC has had a
comprehensive programme of stakeholder engagement, which I was pleased to see.
Thank you for your contributions in regional meetings, mission group meetings,
during virtual visits and via the survey.
We have embraced the ‘new normal’ of online meetings – these have allowed
business continuity for online Regional Group meetings throughout the year. The
TRAC Support Unit will continue to support Regional Chairs to run these events as
efficiently and effectively as possible. We are expecting that some of these events
will begin to partially transition back to traditional meetings if and when
appropriate.
With this in mind we are keen to understand your thoughts about the potential for
next year’s conference to move back to being in-person, subject to any remaining
COVID restrictions. Please let us have your thoughts via the conference feedback
form or directly to the TRAC Support Unit.

In this bulletin we provide updates on the following:
•

Review of TRAC

•

COVID update

•

Updated TRAC guidance 2.6 for 2020-21

•

Update on application of 2019-20 charge-out rates

•

The TRAC Support Unit helpdesk

As always, if you have issues you wish to raise about TRAC please get in touch with
us. Full contact details are at the end of this bulletin.
Regards
Neville Ford
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Review of TRAC
On 10 September 2020, the OfS announced that it would work with UKRI and the higher
education funding bodies for the devolved administrations to agree the scope of the Review of
TRAC. The Review of TRAC is being overseen by the Regulators and Funders (Financial
Sustainability) Group.
The review is focusing on understanding the burdens associated with the TRAC system, which is
also implemented in higher education institutions across the devolved administrations in
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and to evaluate this in relation to its benefits. It aims to
identify potential for improvements to the efficiency and effectiveness of the system in meeting
the needs of the multiple stakeholders and users.
The OfS also intends to review its information needs to inform its approach to teaching funding
and to provide better information on the costs of teaching provision. The review is looking at
ways to provide better information and utility from the TRAC system that can support higher
education providers in delivering high quality teaching and student experience, while
encouraging efficiency and value for students and taxpayers.
The review is being undertaken by KPMG which will provide a final report of its findings to the
Regulators and Funders Group shortly. The scope of the review includes the following areas:
• Understand the uses of TRAC
• Understand the evolving cost information needs of UKRI for research activity
• A critical assessment of the current TRAC process and requirements
• Review of approaches to time allocation
• Options for modifying TRAC(T) to meet institution and funder needs.
TDG has actively contributed to the scoping of the review and has shared its views and thoughts
on opportunities for the review to consider.
We understand that the review has involved significant stakeholder engagement and has
included engagement with many groups from across the sector in the form of interviews, focus
groups, a sector survey and virtual institutional visits.
The report will be published later this year, but no further changes are expected to be
implemented in the 2020-21 collection year. TDG will provide further updates once the
outcomes of the review are known and the actions for TDG agreed.
At the TRAC Conference plenary during day 1, Nolan Smith, Director of Resources and Finance,
OfS and Chair of the Regulators and Funders Group, provided a summary of draft early findings
on issues and themes identified in the evidence for the review that will be considered by RFG.
Themes presented at the conference were:
•

Simplifying requirements:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Governance and sign-off arrangements (now implemented for 2020-21)
Remove research facility requirements in TRAC
Simplifying and standardising certain cost drivers
Standardised indexation and estates weightings
Information on the relative cost of research
Use of other returns to collect TRAC data
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•

Clearer communication of purpose and value of TRAC

•

Time allocation methods: the review has identified conflicting messages regarding the
time allocation methods in use

•

Increasing the benefits of TRAC to providers e.g. benchmarking

•

Acceptance and embedding TRAC within institutions

•

Using TRAC to inform efficiency

•

Institutions in the scope of TRAC

•

Margin for Sustainability and investment (MSI).

RFG will also consider recommendations in the report on the Review of the Margin for
Sustainability and Investment (MSI) when the work on the TRAC review is concluded.
The above list is an indication of the areas being considered by RFG for changes from a review of
a draft of the report. However they will not be able to make a final decision on the implication
of the Review of TRAC until they have reviewed and considered the final version of the report.
For further information regarding the review, see:
•

OfS announcement about the review: Review of TRAC - Office for Students

•

UKRI announcement about the review: Review of Transparent Approach to Costing
(TRAC) – UKRI.

TRAC guidance v2.6 for 2020-21
The TRAC guidance is for those colleagues within UK higher education institutions who are
involved in the preparation, compilation, validation and approval of TRAC data. The TRAC
guidance (v2.6) has now been published and can be accessed at
https://www.trac.ac.uk/tracguidance/. This update of the TRAC guidance is applicable to the
TRAC submissions for the year ending 31 July 2021.
COVID-19 update
COVID-19 continues to affect all organisations. The TRAC Development Group (TDG) would like
to take this opportunity to thank you for engaging with the TRAC guidance for 2019-20, where
additional guidance was provided on how the impacts of COVID-19 should be navigated when
preparing the Annual TRAC returns. TDG understands that these requirements were met under
difficult circumstances.
The COVID-19-related guidance issued for 2019-20 was developed without full knowledge of
what the actual impacts would be. TDG asked the TRAC Support Unit to engage with Regional
Groups to obtain feedback on the 2019-20 TRAC cycle, so that any insights about the process
could inform the TRAC guidance for 2020-21.
TRAC guidance changes
The TRAC guidance change log – Annex 1.1a – provides a comprehensive list of the changes to
the TRAC guidance that are included in version 2.6. This includes confirmation that TRAC(T) data
is not being collected for academic year 2020-21. Please note that where the TRAC guidance is
updated to cater for the introduction of new requirements or changes to TRAC processes, the
new sections are produced in bold blue text.
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The Review of TRAC has resulted in one significant change to this year’s guidance: Figure 2.1
‘Governance and assurance’ (see below) now reflects the removal of the need for the TRAC
return to be approved by a Committee of the Governing Body prior to its submission. This is
replaced with sign-off by an accountable officer, making it more consistent with other financial
returns.

The key updates to the guidance are:
•

Temporary guidance and TRAC requirements relating to the impact of coronavirus
(COVID-19).

•

Additional guidance on the use of the ‘Other (non-commercial)’ TRAC category.

•

Governance and quality assurance:
•

•

•

Clarification on the role of the Committee of the Governing Body, to ensure that
the TRAC return complies with the TRAC requirements.

Data required for TRAC:
•

Updated wording for this requirement. It now states: All staff not directly charged
to TRAC activities should complete at least three schedules, covering the whole
academic year, at least every three years.

•

Addition of two new ‘What could go wrongs’ regarding in-year retrospective time
allocation method.

Margin for Sustainability and Investment (MSI):
•

The MSI allocated to the indirect and estates cost pools for each TRAC activity
does not agree to the total value of MSI allocated to each TRAC activity (i.e.
Teaching, Research and Other).
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•

Allocating Academic Department and Central Costs:
•

•

•

Annual TRAC return:
•

Post submission, on receipt of sector benchmarking data, a Committee of the
Governing Body should ensure that the institution’s TRAC process complies with
the TRAC requirements

•

Further information on the process for submitting the TRAC return and the
relationship this submission has with the submission of the OfS Finance
Record/HESA Finance Return is provided in annex 4.1c.

Research charge-out rates:
•

•

Additional bullet added to the list of costs included within the estates cost pool.

Updated to provide consistency with other parts of the TRAC guidance.

TRAC for Teaching (TRAC(T)) return:
•

Notes added at certain points in Chapter 4.3 to indicate that Chapter 4.3 is N/a –
TRAC(T) is not being collected for academic year 2020-21.
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The TRAC Support Unit Helpdesk
The TRAC Support Unit provides support to the TRAC Development Group in the areas of
financial sustainability and TRAC. One aspect of its role is the provision of the TRAC Helpdesk.
The TRAC Helpdesk aims to answer straightforward queries within 7 days, and over the last year
has seen an increase in the volume of calls and emails. All calls are tracked, and in cases where
the helpdesk team are unable to resolve your question it is escalated internally. If it is judged to
require a complex response this may need to be agreed with the relevant Funding Council and
UKRI.
We have provided a reminder below about how to use the TRAC Helpdesk. There have also
been some changes to the TRAC Support Unit team so we have included details of the new faces
that you may speak to.
The helpdesk can be contacted by either:
 email: trachelpdesk@kpmg.co.uk or
 phone: 0115 9353400

The following Support Unit team members operate the Helpdesk:
Catherine Jones

Colin Marshall

Louise Bostock

Mark Dawson

Andrew Bush

Moeen Essa

Please remember: if you contact the Helpdesk by telephone and your call is unanswered, leave a
message with your contact details and one of the team will return your call.

Future events
The following events are scheduled to be delivered by the TRAC Support Unit:
•

TRAC Guidance Webinar – on 11 November 2021
The Support Unit will explain the changes introduced since version 2.6.

•

TRAC Guidance Masterclasses – to be scheduled before the end of December 2021
In-depth focused sessions on a range of topics to be agreed with TDG.

Details for all events will be circulated via the TRAC Support Unit.
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Reminder about the TRAC Regional Groups
Regional TRAC Groups meet between two and four times a year and provide a very valuable
opportunity to network with institutions in your region and share practice on TRAC. The TDG
has been pleased to see how active many of the groups are. We have also noted that there are
a number of people new to TRAC this year, so engaging with and getting to know your regional
group will be beneficial.
Regional TRAC Groups are supported by the TRAC Support Unit and have a direct line of
communication to the TRAC Development Group. Whilst these are established as regional
groups, the advantage of virtual events allows a wider audience to access these meetings. To
join a TRAC Regional Group, or to find out the date of the next meeting, either contact the Chair
of each group directly or ask the TRAC Support Unit. Details of the key contacts for each
Regional Group are as follows:
Region

Chair

Secretary

Contact

London

Graham Willard

Rotates with host

g.willard@ucl.ac.uk

Midlands

Debbie Man

Raj Patel

Debbie.Man@admin.cam.ac.uk

North East

Graham Smith

Paul Woodhouse and Tracy
McLaughlin

g.c.smith@durham.ac.uk

North West

Catharine Carter Tim Statham

catharine.carter@chester.ac.uk

Scotland

Elaine Sloan

Rotates with host

Elaine.Sloan@glasgow.ac.uk

South

Paul Sloan

Rotates with host

paul.sloan@canterbury.ac.uk

South West

Justin Crews

Helen Donnelly

justin.crews@plymouth.ac.uk

Wales

Kathryn Boyle

Louise Dunbar

k.j.boyle@swansea.ac.uk

Group of Five Ewa Szynkowska Rotates with host

e.szynkowski@imperial.ac.uk

Getting in touch with the TRAC Development Group
The TDG is always keen to hear from you and welcomes feedback. The group can be contacted
in three ways:
-

Via the TRAC Helpdesk. The TRAC Support Unit attends all meetings of the TDG and will
pass on any enquiries or comments received.
 0115 935 3400  trachelpdesk@kpmg.co.uk.

-

Via the Chairs of TRAC Regional Groups. The Chairs of Regional Groups meet with TDG
members twice a year and can provide feedback and communicate views. Further details
on the Regional Groups can be accessed at www.trac.ac.uk/contact/regional.

-

Via an email to the TDG Secretariat, who will collate any feedback received:
 TRAC-Secretariat@officeforstudents.org.uk.

And remember all TRAC guidance and publications are available at www.TRAC.ac.uk
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