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Introduction 

 

1. The Partnership Agreement 
 

1.1 While The Open University (OU) is an autonomous institution, Partnership 
Agreements set out the formal relationship between the Department for the 
Economy (‘the Department’) and the governing bodies and Accountable Officers 
of the universities it funds. It reflects the Department’s responsibility to provide 
annual assurances to the Northern Ireland Assembly that: 

• funds are being used for the purposes for which they were given; 

• risk management, control and governance in the sector are effective; and 

• value for money is being achieved. 
 

1.2 The Partnership Agreement is in two parts. Part 1 (this document) and Part 2 
(issued each year as the ‘schedule’) which gives conditions specific to each 
institution, a schedule of funds available in the academic year, and the 
educational provision the institution has agreed to make in return for those funds. 
References to this Partnership Agreement embrace both Part 1 and Part 2. 

 
1.3 Nothing in this Partnership Agreement shall require the University to act in a 

manner which would cause it to lose its charitable status, or which would be 
inconsistent with its charter and statutes. 

 
1.4 The University is not an Arm’s Length Body (ALB) of the Department, however 

the principles contained in the NI Code of Good Practice ‘Partnerships between 
Departments and Arm’s- Length Bodies’1 have been used in developing this 
Partnership Agreement. 

 
1.5 Universities are bound by the requirements of their charter and statutes (or 

equivalent) and by rules relating to their charitable status. This document does 
not supersede those requirements but is intended to complement and reinforce 
them. 

 
1.6 This agreement takes effect from 1st November 2024 and supersedes any 

previous Financial Memoranda between the University and the Department. 
 

1.7 The partnership is based on a mutual understanding of strategic aims and 
objectives; clear accountability; and a recognition of the distinct roles each party 
contributes. The key principles are as follows: 

 

LEADERSHIP 

Partnerships work well when the Department and University demonstrate good leadership 
to achieve a shared vision and effective delivery. Strong leadership will provide 
inspiration, instil confidence and trust and empower their respective teams to deliver 
good outcomes for citizens. 

PURPOSE 

 
1 NI Code of Good Practice v3 (300323).pdf (finance-ni.gov.uk) 

https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/dfp/NI%20Code%20of%20Good%20Practice%20v3%20%28300323%29.pdf
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Partnerships work well when the purpose, objectives and roles of the University and the 
Department are clear, mutually understood and reviewed on a regular basis. There needs 
to be absolute clarity about lines of accountability and responsibility between the 
Department and University. Universities need to have clarity about how their purpose and 
objectives align with those   of Government. 

ASSURANCE 

Partnerships work well when the Department adopts a proportionate approach to 
assurance, based on the University’s purpose and a mutual understanding of risk. Universities 
should have robust governance arrangements in place and in turn Departments should 
give Universities the proportionate autonomy to deliver effectively. Management 
information should be what is needed to enable the Department and Universities to provide 
assurance and assess performance. 

 

VALUE 

Partnerships work well when the Department and University share knowledge, skills and 
experience in order to enhance their impact and delivery. Universities are able to contribute 
to policy making and Departmental priorities. There should be a focus on innovation, and 
on how the Department and University work together to deliver the most effective policies 
and services for its customers. 

ENGAGEMENT 

Partnerships work well when relationships between the Department and University are 
open, honest, constructive and based on trust. There should be mutual understanding 
about each other’s objectives and clear expectations about the terms of engagement. 

 

1.8 The Department for Economy and The OU are committed to: 

• Working together within distinct roles and responsibilities; 

• Maintaining open and honest communication and dialogue; 

• Keeping each other informed of any issues and concerns, and of 
emerging areas of risk; 

• Supporting and challenging each other on developing policy and delivery  

• Seeking to resolve issues quickly and constructively; and 

• Acting at all times in the public interest and in line with the values of 
integrity, honesty, objectivity and impartiality. 

 
Media Management Responsibilities  

 
1.9 There should be a ‘no surprise’ approach to media announcements which may 

pose potential reputational damage either to the University or the Department. It 
is important that these announcements be shared with the respective parties 
providing sufficient time for review in advance of publication / announcement.  
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The Open University Establishment and Purpose 
 

2. Statutory Purpose and Strategic Objectives 

 
2.1 The OU is an autonomous body, incorporated by Royal Charter (No. RC000391) 

on 23 April 1969.  For national accounts purposes is classified to the ‘non-profit 
institutions serving households’ sector.  It is an exempt charity in England and 
Wales, a registered charity in Scotland (No. SC 000391), with its address at 
Walton Hall, Milton Keynes, MK7 6AA.  

 
2.2 The Minister for the Department for the Economy is answerable to the Assembly 

for the overall performance and delivery of Department for the Economy, which 
includes all Departmental funded activities of the University.  
 

2.3 It is important that partner organisations and departments work collaboratively 
and together in a joined-up approach to improve overall outcomes and results. 
The Department recognises The OU as a body part funded by government and 
reinforces the outcome-based approach. 
 

2.4 To that end there is strategic alignment between the aims, objectives and 
expected outcomes and results of The OU and the Department. 
 

2.5 The OU ‘Learn and Live’ strategy for 2022–2027 affirms the University’s 
commitment to its distinctive mission and vision with the aim to bring flexible, 
high-quality university education to even more people, achieving even greater 
societal impact as a movement and not just a university. 

 
2.6 Higher education institutions in Northern Ireland, including The OU, play a central 

role in the delivery of any Programme for Government and in the delivery of the 
Department’s economic goals, particularly those in relation to skills. 
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The OU Governance Arrangements 

 

3. Organisational Status 
 

3.1  The OU is self-governing and legally independent of government. As a legal 
entity it must comply with all associated legislation including legislation relating 
to its employer status. The Department requires compliance with all relevant 
charities’ legislation. 

 
3.2   The University is an exempt charity in England and Wales, which means that, 

under the terms of the Charities Act 2011, it is not subject to regulation by 
the Charity Commission, but by its principal regulator, the Office for Students..   
 

4. Governance Framework 
 

4.1 The Department for Economy requires the OU to comply by the Office for 
Students (OfS) regulatory guidance and will take assurance from the OfS 
conditions of registration. 

 
4.2 As the main funder of the University, the OfS is responsible for monitoring the 

University's use of public funds made available by the UK higher education 
funding bodies through requirements set out in the OfS’s Accounts Direction and 
its Terms and Conditions of Funding. These responsibilities extend to the 
activities of the University in Northern Ireland. Except as specifically set out in 
this document, or in other documents that the Department communicates to the 
University in respect of specific grants, the Department will rely on the OfS's 
monitoring arrangements to provide it with assurance that its requirements are 
being satisfactorily addressed. The University must inform the Department 
immediately in writing if it breaches any of the OfS's general requirements, 
reportable events or is deemed by the OfS not to be satisfactorily meeting any of 
the OfS's quality thresholds or standards (including, but not limited to, academic 
quality and financial management). 

 
4.3 To satisfy the requirements of the funding bodies in the non-English nations, the 

University is subject to a five yearly Quality Enhancement Review (QER) 
undertaken by the UK Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA). 
 

4.4 The University has adopted the Committee of University Chairs (CUC) Higher 
Education Code of Governance2. Adopting the Code and its principles is an 
important factor in enabling the Department to rely on self-regulation within the 
University, and hence minimise the accountability burden.  The Corporate 
Governance requirements are communicated to the University through the 
accounts direction. 

 
4.5 Good governance should include positive stakeholder engagement, the building 

of positive relationships and a listening and learning culture. 

 

 

 
2 CUC-HE-Code-of-Governance-publication-final.pdf (universitychairs.ac.uk) 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2011/25/contents
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/charity-commission
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=2eb1424e3f1f6e6833b7a2d5b159f1a13e6527a3-1616676096-0-AZjBh__R20g0vuCteHlOETnwDxUDu50BkPiLXQEbJdrW-FUDSbWeqXu2htvKh_eiYZqup2M5Ipfcp3RFnmQK9PLo_zYyDYcQyJI2A6GrhTDrAkrwPcX5nsS-zo6cHtWsLKt80YXTTSNqfXMiUnwtCEmt3_Etiml6JuoLQOU4j5anF1MyLfoxOr4qd_LKkoXbhQcVkBxv_3VvmC3THY_ikuv4x7b4YGYWyfeKrdq48fxbiTDSZyg-Aq7SgAZm2NlmhiqV5lQmtatNrwd3f-RRb0PUL4iGnh3VG7rxkocdGHDlc1FQOYxXLwDZTGmjjX-w5Q
https://www.universitychairs.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/CUC-HE-Code-of-Governance-publication-final.pdf
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5. The OU Governing Body (Council) 

 
5.1 The purpose of the University Council is to provide effective leadership and 

strategic direction to the organisation. It is responsible for ensuring that the 
organisation has effective and proportionate governance arrangements in place 
and an internal control framework which allow risks to be effectively identified 
and managed. The Council will set the culture and values of the organisation and 
set the tone for the organisation’s engagement with stakeholders and customers. 
 

5.2 Governing bodies of universities and their members have a set of legal 
responsibilities and other duties. It is important for institutional autonomy that 
the scope of the Department’s role is understood, and that the Department is 
not expected to enforce legal or mandatory responsibilities that are not within 
its remit. 
 

5.3 Taken together, the responsibilities, of a Governing Body, and its members, are 
considerable, and must be met. Members who act prudently, lawfully and in 
accordance with the governing instrument should not find themselves liable for 
their actions. However, the Department may be obliged in exceptional cases to 
use its powers and consider all relevant options to ensure that the Governing 
Body and its members discharge their duties under this Partnership Agreement.  

 
5.4 The Council of The OU shall be responsible for ensuring that: 

 
a. funds from the Department are used only in accordance with the terms and 

conditions set out in this Funding Agreement and any other terms and 
conditions which the Department may from time to time think fit to impose after 
prior consultation with the University; 

 
b. the activities of the University in Northern Ireland take appropriate account of 

the Northern Ireland Executive’s priorities as expressed in the Department’s 
policies; 

 
c. the University's annual independently audited financial statements cover funds 

paid by the Department; that the income received from the Department is 
disclosed separately within the notes to the accounts; and 

 
d. such audited annual financial statements are submitted to the Department by 

31 December following the end of the accounting period to which they relate.  
 

6. Audit Committee 
 

6.1 A further important aspect of the University’s governance framework is its Audit 
Committee.  The Audit Committee’s purpose/role is to support the Accounting 
Officer and Council on risk management, control and governance issues, 
focusing on: 

• assurance arrangements over governance; financial reporting; annual 
reports and accounts, including the Corporate Governance Statement; 
and 

• ensuring there is an adequate and effective risk management and 
assurance framework in place. 
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7. Chair of the Governing Body (Council) 
 

7.1 The Chair is responsible for setting the agenda and managing the Council to 
enable collaborative and robust discussion of issues. The Chair is responsible 
for the leadership and effective operation of the Governing Body in line with the 
Charter, Statutes and Regulations.  
 

7.2 The Chair’s role is to develop and motivate the Council and ensure effective 
relationships in order that the Council can work collaboratively to reach a 
consensus on decisions. To achieve this, they should ensure: 

• The Council has an appropriate balance of skills appropriate to its business; 

• Council members are fully briefed on terms of appointment, duties, rights 
and responsibilities; 

• Council members receive and maintain appropriate training; 

• There is a Council Operating Framework in place setting out the roles and 
responsibilities of the Council in line with the university’s Charter and 
Statutes; and 

• There is a code of practice for Council members in place, consistent with 
relevant guidance. 

 
7.3 The Chair has a presence in the organisation and cultivates external 

relationships which provide useful links for the organisation while being mindful 
of overstepping boundaries and becoming too involved in day-to-day operations 
or executive activities. 

 
8. Head of Institution/Accountable Officer (Vice-Chancellor) 

 
8.1 Each governing body will appoint a head of institution (Vice-Chancellor). It will 

delegate to that person responsibility for the executive management of the 
institution and its policies. 
 

8.2 Under this Partnership Agreement, the governing body is responsible for the use 
of funds. To assist and enable it to discharge this responsibility and to provide 
clear accountability, the governing body will designate a senior officer, normally 
the head of the institution, as the ‘Accountable Officer’: that is, the officer who 
reports to the Department on behalf of the institution.  

 
8.3 The Accountable Officer is personally responsible to the governing body for 

ensuring compliance with the terms of this Partnership Agreement and for 
providing the Department with clear assurances to this effect.  The Accountable 
Officer shall advise the governing body if, at any time, any action or policy under 
consideration by the governing body appears to the Accountable Officer to be 
incompatible with the terms of this Partnership Agreement.  If the governing body 
decides nevertheless to proceed, the Accountable Officer must immediately 
inform the Permanent Secretary of the Department in writing. 

 
8.4 The head of institution is responsible for leadership of the academic affairs and 

executive management of the institution. The appointment (or dismissal) of the 
head of institution is governed by employment law, and this is clearly the 
responsibility of the governing body. The Department has no role, rights or 
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responsibilities in relation to the appointment (or dismissal) of the head of 
institution and has no wish to change this position. The Department presumes 
that in a case where a head of institution does not discharge their duties or acts 
improperly, the governing body will take appropriate action. 

 
8.5 If, in the judgement of the Permanent Secretary as Accounting Officer of the 

Department, there is evidence of serious failure in relation to the oversight and 
management of public funds, they will raise this as appropriate with the 
Accountable Officer concerned and/or the Chair of the governing body; provide 
the relevant evidence; and seek and consider a response. Experience suggests 
that most difficulties can be resolved through this process. 

 
8.6 In extreme circumstances, and after all due process has been exhausted, the 

Accounting Officer of the Department may conclude that the Accountable Officer 
is unable to meet their responsibilities under this Partnership Agreement. The 
Department may then ask the governing body to appoint someone else to report 
to it on behalf of the institution. In taking this action, the Department will not seek 
to influence the employment relationship between the governing body and the 
head of institution. The governing body is clearly entitled to maintain the head of 
institution in post. However, the governing body would then have to designate 
another senior officer as the Accountable Officer and adjust the roles and 
responsibilities of the head of institution accordingly. 
 

8.7 The University’s Accountable Officer and/or chair of the governing body may be 
required to appear before the Public Accounts Committee alongside the 
Accounting Officer of the Department on matters relating to the institution.  
 

8.8 In the event of a prolonged absence from work or a sudden departure by the 
Accountable Officer, the clerk to the university’s governing body must ensure that 
the Department is made aware immediately of the identity of an interim 
Accountable Officer.  

 
Complaints 
 
8.9 The Vice Chancellor shall advise the Department of any complaints accepted by 

the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education (OIA) for investigation that 
could have significant interest to the Department and about the proposed 
response to any subsequent recommendations. 
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Role of the Department for Economy 
 

9. Partnership Working with The OU 

 
9.1 The Department is the major public sector funder of higher education institutions 

(HEIs) in Northern Ireland and has accountability for public funding to them. As 
such the Department works with universities and the higher education sector to 
the high standards of openness, integrity and consistency expected of public 
sector bodies. The Department recognises that universities are autonomous 
bodies and will act reasonably and acknowledges that universities accept that 
they are accountable for the public funds they receive and must deliver best value 
for money. The Department will not ask for information that it already has, and 
as far as possible it will rely on data and information that universities have 
produced to meet their own needs. The Department will try to make regulation 
efficient and ensure that its benefits outweigh the costs to universities, itself and 
other parties. 
 

9.2 The Department aims for two-way openness and transparency with universities 
and other stakeholders. The Department recognises that this may sometimes 
conflict with the desire to protect commercial confidentiality. In complying with 
the Freedom of Information Act and similar legislation, the Department will try to 
make it clear to universities what information it regards as confidential, and where 
objections to publication arise it will judge each case on its merits.  

 
9.3 The Department’s grants to universities are to fund activities defined by Article 

30 of The Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1993. Section 18 
covers the allocation and paying of funds. 

 
9.4 The Order allows the Department to make grants on such terms and conditions 

as it may determine in line with changing policy priorities.  These conditions of 
funding do not apply to any funds that universities receive from other sources, 
although the principles will be reflected in conditions of grant associated with 
other public sector income to universities. The Department wishes to encourage 
universities to develop other sources of income that are consistent with their 
overall mission and objectives.  

 
9.5 In their role as Accounting Officer, the Permanent Secretary of the Department 

may suspend the payment of grant, either in whole or in part and either 
permanently or temporarily, if in their opinion it is appropriate and reasonable to 
do so in order to safeguard public funds. 

 

9.6 The University will be notified of their grant allocation each year along with the 
conditions of the grant.  Once allocations have been approved, the University 
shall have authority to incur expenditure without further reference to the 
Department.   

10. Allocation and Payment of Funds 
  

10.1 The Department will determine the amount of funds to be allocated to the 
University in any year and may, in its allocations, distinguish between recurrent 
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funds and capital funds. 
 

10.2 The University shall only use funds from the Department for those activities 
eligible for funding as are specified in Article 30 (1) (a) of the Education and 
Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1993. 

 

10.3 In the case of funds which were earmarked or provided for specific purposes by 
the Department, the University must report to the Department any use, for 
purposes other than those for which the funds were earmarked or provided, as 
soon as the University becomes aware of such use.  

 

10.4 The Department will normally make payments of formula funds to the University 
in monthly instalments, in accordance with a funding profile for the whole 
academic year which takes account of expected need within the Northern Ireland 
higher education sector as a whole, and receipts of tuition fees from students and 
the Student Loans Company.  

 

10.5 The Department will also be prepared, on written application from the University, 
to consider making such exceptional or ad hoc payments as the Department sees 
fit; but such payments will not be made in advance of the University’s need to 
make disbursements. 

 

10.6 The Department will notify the University, in writing, of the allocation of formula 
funds as soon as possible in advance of the academic year to which they relate. 

 

10.7 The Department reserves the right to require repayment by the University, in 
whole or in part, of funds paid by the Department if the University fails to comply 
with any conditions to which those funds were subject. 

 

10.8 The Department also reserves the right to require the payment of interest, at 2% 
over the Base Rate specified from time to time by the Bank of England, in respect 
of any period during which a sum due to the Department in accordance with the 
foregoing or any other condition remains unpaid.  

11. Provision of Information  
 

11.1 The University shall provide the Department with information on the number of 
students it has registered in Northern Ireland and such other information as the 
Department may require for the purpose of the exercise of its functions under the 
Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1993. This information shall be 
of a satisfactory quality and shall be provided at a time or times and in a format 
as specified by the Department. The Department will act reasonably in its 
requests for information and will have regard to the costs of providing this 
information and, where appropriate, to its confidentiality. For its information 
requirements the Department will endeavour to rely on returns made by the 
University to OfS and the Higher Education Statistics Agency.  

 

11.2 If the University fails to return information required by the Department by the 
specified deadline, or that information is not of a satisfactory quality, the 
Department reserves the right to take either or both of the following courses of 
action:  
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a. to carry out such investigations as the Department deems necessary to collect 
the data. The cost, in whole or in part, of such investigations may, where 
circumstances so warrant, be deducted from the recurrent grant of the 
University3 and 

 
b. to use its own reasonable estimates of data which it requires for the exercise of 

functions under the 1993 Order. 
  

11.3 If the University is overpaid grant as a result of the use of the Department's 
estimates of data, the Department reserves the right to recover any overpaid 
grant, plus interest on the overpaid grant, in accordance with paragraph 10.8. 
 

12. Lead Official 

 
12.1 The Department for the Economy has appointed a lead senior official (Director of 

Higher Education Division) to manage the relationship with The OU and ensure 
effective partnership working. 

 
13. Annual Engagement Plan 

 
13.1 The Annual Engagement Plan (Annex 2) will set out the timing and nature of 

engagement between the University and the Department.  The engagement plan 
will be specific to The OU and should not stray into operational oversight.   

 

13.2 The Annual Engagement Plan will also reference the agreed management and 
financial information to be shared over the course of a year. The aim will be to 
ensure clear understanding of why information is necessary and how it will be 
used.  

 
13.3 The Department recognise that there will be further interactions between the 

University and other individuals/teams within the Department which is not 
reflected in the annual engagement plan. There may also be ad hoc engagement 
which is not reflected in the plan at the outset of the year.  The University should 
notify the Department if there are instances where they consider tasks or 
information requests are being duplicated, so that efficiencies can be identified 
and established.   

 
14. Departmental Accounting Officer 

 

14.1 The Departmental Accounting Officer is accountable to the NI Assembly for the 
issue of grant in aid to The OU.  

 

14.2 As outlined in section 8, The OU Vice Chancellor is accountable to The OU Board 
for their stewardship of The OU. This includes advising the Board on matters of 
financial propriety, regularity, prudent and economical administration, efficiency 
and effectiveness. 

 

 
3 This power relates to information required by the Department and returned to the Department, OfS or to HESA  
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14.3 The departmental Accounting Officer must be informed in the event that the 
judgement of the OU Accounting Officer (on matters for which they are 
responsible) is over-ridden by The OU Board. The OU Accounting Officer must 
also take action if The OU Board is contemplating a course that would infringe 
the requirement for financial propriety, regularity, prudent and economical 
administration, efficiency or effectiveness. In all other regards, the departmental 
Accounting Officer has no day-to-day involvement with The OU or its’ Chief 
Executive. 

 

14.4 In line with DoF requirements, the Open University Accounting Officer will provide 
a periodic bi-annual declaration of fitness to act as Accountable Officer to the 
departmental Accounting Officer as part of the DfE Assurance Statement 
process.   

 
15. Attendance at Public Accounts Committee 

 

15.1 The OU Vice-Chancellor /Accounting Officer may be summoned to appear before 
the Public Accounts Committee to give evidence on the discharge of their 
responsibilities as Accounting Officer (as laid out in their Accounting Officer 
appointment letter) on issues arising from the Comptroller & Audit General’s 
(C&AG) studies or reports following the annual audit of accounts. 

 

15.2 The Chair may also, on occasion, be called to give evidence to the Public 
Accounts Committee on such relevant issues arising within the C&AG’s studies 
or reports, in relation to the role and actions taken by the Board, where 
appropriate. 

 
15.3 In addition, the Department for Economy Accounting Officer may be summoned 

to appear before the Public Accounts Committee to give evidence on the 
discharge of their responsibilities as departmental Accounting Officer with 
overarching responsibility for the funding issued to The OU. In such 
circumstances, the departmental accounting Officer may therefore expect to be 
questioned on their responsibilities to ensure that: 

• there is a clear strategic control framework for The OU; 

• sufficient and appropriate management and financial controls are in place 
to safeguard public funds; 

• the nominated Accounting Officer is fit to discharge their responsibilities; 

• there are suitable internal audit arrangements; 

• accounts are prepared in accordance with the relevant legislation and any 
accounting direction; and 

• intervention is made, where necessary, in situations where The Accounting 
Officer’s advice on transactions funded by the Department in relation to 
regularity, propriety or value for money is overruled by the body’s Board or 
its Chair. 

 

 

 



14  

[Official] – Please treat this information as Official 
 

Assurance Framework 

 

16. Autonomy and Proportionality 
 

16.1 The Department for Economy will ensure that The OU has the autonomy to 
deliver effectively, recognising its status as a separate legal entity which has its 
own Council and governance arrangements. Guidance on proportionate 
autonomy has been considered in determining the extent of engagement and 
assurance established between The OU and the Department for Economy and 
is reflected in this agreement. 

 
16.2 A proportionate approach to assurance will be taken based on the University’s 

overall purpose, business and budget and a mutual understanding of risk. The 
approach will include an agreed process through which The OU Accounting 
Officer provides written assurance to the Department that the public funds and 
organisational assets for which they are personally responsible are safeguarded, 
have been managed with propriety and regularity, and use of public funds 
represents value for money. 

 

16.3 In addition to The OU Accounting Officer’s written assurance, the Department 
will take assurance from the following key aspects of The OU own governance 
framework: 

• Internal Audit assurance and External Quality Assessment of the Internal 
Audit function; 

• Externally audited Annual Report and Accounts, reviewed/considered by 
the University Audit Committee; and 

• OfS registration process. 
 

17. Internal Audit Assurance 
 

17.1 The OU is required to establish and maintain arrangements for an internal audit 
function that operates in accordance with the Public Sector Internal Audit 
Standards (PSIAS).  

 
18. Externally Audited Annual Report and Accounts 

 

18.1 The University shall provide the Department or its agents with access to all the 
University's books, records, information and assets. The Department or its 
agents can require any officer of the University to give any explanation which it 
considers necessary to enable it to fulfil responsibilities. The books and records 
of the University shall also be open to inspection by the Comptroller and Auditor 
General for Northern Ireland. 
 

18.2 The Department requires that the auditor’s report on financial statements shall 
include a statement by the auditors that, in their opinion, income from the 
Department has been applied for the purposes for which it was received and in 
compliance with the terms and conditions of this Funding Agreement. Otherwise, 
the Department's requirements in respect of audit will be satisfied by the 
University complying with the requirements of the OfS’s Accounts Direction in 
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force from time to time.  
 

18.3 The Department will take assurance from the external audit process and an 
unqualified position as part of its overall assurance assessment. 

 
19. Revisions to the Partnership Agreement 
 
19.1 This Partnership Agreement shall be reviewed formally by the Department at 

least once in every three years or following a review of the functions of the 
University. The Department will make material revisions to this document only 
after consulting the University. 

 
 

 
 

 

Signatories 

 

The OU and the Department for the Economy agree to work in partnership with each 
other in line with the arrangements set out in this Partnership Agreement. 

 
 
 
 

Signed (The OU Chair) 

 Date: 01.11.2024 

 

 

Signed (The OU Chief Executive)  

Date: 01.11.2024 

 
 
 

Signed (Department) 

 Date 
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Annex 1 – Annual Engagement Plan 
 

Good engagement is one of the key principles in the Partnership Code, underpinning 
the other principles of: Leadership; Purpose; Assurance; and Value. 

 
As laid out in the Code, partnerships work well when relationships between 
departments and The OU are open, transparent, honest, constructive and based on trust 
and when there is mutual understanding of each other’s objectives and clear 
expectations about the terms of engagement. 

The template provided outlines the key areas of engagement between Departments 
and The OU. The template is not intended to be prescriptive and should be completed 
collaboratively and agreed between the Department and The OU. 

 
 

Engagement Plan 2024 

Policy Development and Delivery 

Add details of the planned engagement between the OU and the Department in 

relation to development and monitoring of existing and new areas of policy. 

Policy Area Frequency/Timing Lead Departmental/ 

University Officials 

Student Mental Health, 
Harassment and Sexual 
Misconduct, Ending 
Violence Against Women 
and Girls 

6-monthly (May and 
October) requests for 
updates regarding 
the provision in place 
within the HEIs in 
relation to provision, 
uptake and 
promotion of the 
available services. 

Head of HE Policy Branch 

Tertiary Education Senior 
Leaders Forum  

Quarterly  Permanent Secretary DfE 
Director of Tertiary Education 
Reform 

Tertiary Education Sector 
Working Group – HE in FE 
policy 

Quarterly Director of Tertiary Education 
Reform 

Widening Participation 
Forum – Widening 
Participation policy  

Quarterly Director of Tertiary Education 
Reform 

Strategic Planning 

Activity Date Lead Departmental/ 

University Official 
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Outcome Agreements  The Department will 
work with institutions 
to ensure that 
outcome agreements 
are drafted and in 
place by 31 March 
each year. 

Head of HE Policy Branch 

Assurances 

Add details of the timetable for submission of key assurance sources and any 

other assurance related activity 

Action Date Lead Departmental/ 

University Official 

Annual Accountability 

Meeting  

to discuss the outcome of 

the  

reviews and other issues 

of mutual interest in terms 

of accountability 

Annually – date to 

be agreed by both 

parties.  To aim for 

pre academic year 

end. (April) 

Permanent Secretary/University 
Accountable Officer 

Assurance Statement Bi-annual Head of HE Quality and 
Governance Branch 

Independent Audit 

assurance in respect of 

DfE funded Student 

Support (Hardship) Funds 

Annual Head of Student Support Finance 
Branch 
 

Disabled Students 

Allowance Management 

Reports 

Annual Student Support (Deputy 

Principal)  

Budget Management 

Add details of the information and returns to be provided. 

Item and Purpose Date Lead Departmental/ 

University Official 
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Notification of 

provisional teaching 

grant for the forthcoming 

Academic Year 

July Head of HE Finance Branch 

Notification of final 

teaching grant for the 

forthcoming academic 

year 

September Head of HE Finance Branch 

Review of the Partnership Arrangement 

Tailor as required to reflect the specific requirements 

Item and Purpose Date Lead Departmental/ 

University Official 

Formal review of the 

Partnership Agreement 

To be conducted 

once every three 

years 

Head of HE Quality and 
Governance Branch 
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Annex 2 – Concerns/Complaints in respect of Board Members 
 

The approach to concerns/complaints raised in respect of The OU Board members 
should be transparent and collaborative.  

 
While Board Members are Public Appointees/office holders rather than The OU 
employees an OU employee may utilize The OU’s grievance procedure/other HR 
procedure to raise a complaint against a Board member. The OU employee raising the 
grievance should expect this to be handled in line with The OU’s HR procedures. 

 
Concerns/complaints might also be raised through: 

• Raising Concerns/Whistleblowing arrangements; 

• Complaints processes; and 

• Directly with The OU. 

 

Where a concern/complaint is received within The OU in respect of an individual Board 
Member this should be provided to The OU Chair.  

 
Differences of view in relation to matters which fall within the Board’s responsibilities 
are a matter for the Board to resolve through consensus-based decision making in the 
best interests of the University. 
 
The Department must be notified in the case of a Board Member being dismissed.  
The Department must also be notified of any Board Members who the University 
determines to have been in breach of the Nolan Principles, in particular if it involves 
any degree of financial impropriety.  
 
Arrangements for concerns/complaints in respect of Board members should be 
reflected in all relevant procedures, including Standing Orders and Board Operating 
Frameworks. 
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Annex 3 - Applicable Guidance 
 

The following guidance may be relevant to The OU. This list is not exhaustive. 

 
 

Guidance issued by the Department of Finance 

 
 

• Managing Public Money NI 

• Public Bodies – A Guide for NI Departments 

• Corporate Governance in central government departments – code of good 

practice 

• DoF Risk Management Framework 

• HMT Orange Book 

• The Audit and Risk Assurance Committee Handbook 

• Public Sector Internal Audit Standards 

• Accounting Officer Handbook – HMT Regularity, Propriety and Value for Money 

• The NI Guide to Expenditure Appraisal and Evaluation 

• Better Business Cases (NI) 

• Dear Accounting Officer Letters 

• Dear Finance Director Letters 

• Dear Consolidation Officer and Dear Consolidation Manager Letters 

• The Consolidation Officer Letter of Appointment 

• Government Financial Reporting Manual (FReM) 

• Guidance for preparation and publication of annual report and accounts 

• Procurement Guidance Notes and Procurement Policy Notes. 

 

Other Guidance and Best Practice 

 
 

• Specific guidance issued by the Department 

• EU Delegations 

• Recommendations made by the NI Audit Office/NI Assembly Public Accounts 

Committee 

• NIAO Good Practice Guides 

• Guidance issued by the Executive’s Asset Management Unit 

• NI Public Services Ombudsman guidance 


