Time for Reflection



Fred Harper - (Hon. President The Seale-Haynians)



When I was interviewed for the prestigious post of Principal of Seale-Hayne College in the spring of 1988, I was excited by the prospect of leading one of the premier agricultural colleges in the UK. I had spent my whole career in agricultural education and training with spells in (Essex), Edinburgh and Harper Adams (Shropshire) and I was ready to take on a senior position. It was a critical time for Seale-Hayne as the discussions to merge with the then Plymouth Polytechnic were well advanced. There was a positive air about the place with the benefits of merger being promulgated by senior people on both sides. There was little talk of the possible and any suggestion in this direction was dismissed with words of reassurance. The Governors, in an act of faith, voted unanimously for the merger in late December 1988 and it took place officially on 3rd April 1989. From my point of view, it was a worrying time and one of considerable uncertainty. Several issues regarding merger had not been fully resolved before the event took place. 


From the day of merger, it was clear that Seale-Hayne was going to have difficulty in maintaining its strong identity. The heavy corporate hand of what was then Polytechnic South West descended on the place. The College was effectively fenced and protected for one year and then the Director made it very clear to me that, despite reassurances to the contrary, Seale-Hayne was to be just another part of a large and growing polytechnic in the South West. This message quickly spread to those in the industries that we served and more importantly to the students. From that time on it was always going to be difficult for the College to retain its traditional place and reputation. Internally, money was top-sliced to support central functions thus leaving less money to invest in the necessary requirements of the campus. Morale began to fall and it was difficult for the Dean (me!) to justify some of the actions of the parent body. 


The College actually grew during the immediate phase after merger and at one point there were well over 1000 students registered on courses at Seale-Hayne. The study programmes had already been diversified in response to changes in the industries that we traditionally served. Rural Resource Management was increased as were courses related to Food Technology and Resources. Later, courses in Tourism and Hospitality Management were developed and the research activity was increased with the associated increase in postgraduate student numbers. Links with partner colleges in the region were developed and things were picking up against the background of an adverse investment programme. 


With the exception of the extension to the Students' Union Building, which I set in motion before merger, and the new farm dairy unit, funded from farm profits, no new buildings were erected at Seale-Hayne under the management of Polytechnic South West or The University of Plymouth (which was introduced in 1992). The Vice Chancellor would often refer to investment levels in the campus but this meant items like a new sewage works and updating electrical systems hardly items to attract students! All this was happening at a time when investment in places like Harper Adams was significant. There is no doubt that Seale-Hayne battled hard to maintain its position at that time.



I was finding the management of the place more difficult and frustrating. There was little scope for manoeuvre and the University was pursuing its own priorities. The emphasis was on establishing a new medical school in the South West rather than increasing support for what we now loosely call land-based and food industries. The students were unhappy with the way they were being treated and not all staff were being helpful in adjusting to the new regime. It was with regret therefore that I took the opportunity for early retirement at the age of 50 in 1997. It had not turned out to be the that I thought it would be in 1988. It was time for a change. I thought that change would benefit both the College and me. I think it did benefit me. In hindsight I don't think it helped the survival of Seale-Hayne. 


Imagine my dismay when in the autumn of 2002, the new Vice-Chancellor announced plans to close the Seale-Hayne campus and move it all to Plymouth. The case for doing so was a flimsy one. However it was portrayed as an easy one against declining activity on the campus and the lack of investment over several years. This decision dismayed those former Seale-Hayne Governors who thought that they were voting for the continuation of the status quo way back in 1988. Despite strong and logical protest, the campus was closed. There are no students there now and the dairy herd is about to be sold off. It is only a matter of when and how the campus and all its buildings will be disposed of. What a sad end to the life of a famous centre of agricultural education and research. I hope that those who took the decision to close it can sleep easily in their beds. They have nothing to be proud of. They should have taken the Harper Adams and University of Nottingham routes and invested in the campus and moved more students out from the concrete jungle that is the Plymouth campus.


As I travel around central and Eastern Europe in my new life and assist with the Governance of Bicton College, I often reflect on what could and should have been at Seale-Hayne. I have no doubt that it should now be a thriving campus of the University of Plymouth providing a stimulating study and leisure environment for students from a wide range of disciplines. However there was no will to do it. It makes me wonder if the decision to close it wasn't planned over a much longer timescale? 


Good luck to all Seale-Haynians out there who have made major contributions to a range of industries throughout the world. We all have a responsibility to keep the name alive.



Fred Harper 


(Last Principal and first Dean of Seale-Hayne)

