TRAC Update No. 1   October 2009
Technical issues arising from QAV Report and other initiatives –

being taken forward by the TRAC Development Group
There are no new TRAC requirements in this Update

This provides a comprehensive list of technical issues that are currently being taken forward by the TRAC Development Group.  Most of these arose from the QAV Review carried out in 2008/09 - see http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/cmsweb/downloads/rcuk/documents/qavreport.pdf   

Others were identified in the TRAC FEC Review  (http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/review/fec/default.htm) or arose from other data scrutiny.
Key issues will be raised at relevant events taking place during Autumn 2009:

· TRAC Practitioners Conference (13th October)

· Conference for PVCs and Registrars (4th November)

· Presentations to the BUFDG regional groups (September- December)

Many of these issues form part of the ‘Key Risk Sign-off’ issued as TRAC Update No. 2, October 2009.
If there are any queries on this document or the requirements referred to in it, please contact your financial advisor or equivalent in the relevant funding council.

Prepared for the TRAC Development Group by J M Consulting
Approved 9 October 2009

	Issue

ref
	
	Explanation/comments
	Agreed action 


	Responsibility/timing

	
	Points arising from QAV report


	
	
	

	
	Summary of issues and good practice

From 4.14 (page 24 et seq)


	
	
	

	1
	(1) Time allocation survey


	· Receipt of TAS data in timely manner;

· Review of validity of last year’s data if used again;

· Statistical expertise;

· Reasonableness checks; 
· Weighting results for salaries/holidays etc;

· Known, satisfactory, response rates.


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

Reminder to PVCs and FDs (on the reasonableness checks and response rates)

Reasonableness checks - see points 5 and 18 below


	Update No. 2, October 2009

Letter from S.Smith?

Conference to PVCs November 2009

Presentations to BUFDG regional groups autumn 2009

	
	
	Good practice on improving response rates


	Issue good practice


	To be taken forward by new Support Unit in 2010

	2
	
	Good practice on extending TAS to non-academic staff


	[No specific action]
	

	3
	(2) Estates costs
	· Consider ways of allocating circulation space

· Allocate shared space on informed basis

· Use appropriate approach to weight space


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

And see point 23 below


	Update No. 2, October 2009




	4
	(3) Infrastructure adjustment
	· Exclude assets under construction and equipment

· Adjust for depreciation on historic buildings

· Support a nil or unusually high maintenance adjustment

· Use correct basis for replacement cost

(See also point 24)


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

Promote use of the template
	Some of these were clarified in the March 2009 TRAC Update

Update No. 2, October 2009

To be amended with issue of extended Statement of requirements (autumn 2009)



	5
	(4) Reasonableness checks
	· Produce data by late December to allow room for checks

· Benchmark against last year and with peers

(Also see point 18 below)


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

Reminder to PVCs  and FDs (also see above)

[And note in the context of any pressure to bring the formal reporting deadline forward]


	Update No. 2, October 2009

PVCs conference, presentation to BUFDG regional groups (both autumn 2009)

New Support Unit to note



	6
	(5) Research charge-out rate calculations
	Formally consider the impact of:

· off-campus staff on estates rates; 

· desk-based work in laboratory departments and vice versa

	Include in Key Risk Sign-off


	Update No. 2, October 2009



	7
	(6) Attribution of TRAC costs
	· Obtain librarian/head of IT view on cost drivers

· Don’t use TAS too much

· Better attribution of restructuring costs

· Review cost drivers each year if rolled forward


	Existing guidance to be included in Key Risk Sign-off

Good practice is described in the QAV Review Report
	Update No. 2, October 2009

To be taken forward by new Support Unit in 2010

	8
	(7) MRFs
	· MRF rates should include all costs

· And all costs should be excluded from estates

· Use an efficient utilisation rate
	Include in Key Risk Sign-off


	The first of these was clarified in the March 2009 Update

Update No. 2, October 2009



	9
	(8) Systems and documentation
	· Documentation, and avoiding reliance on a single individual

· Resilient TRAC models


	Reminder to PVCs and FDs
	PVCs conference, presentation to BUFDG regional groups (both autumn 2009)



	10
	(9) RFI
	· Correct apportionment between activities

· Correct treatment of restructuring costs

· No errors


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

Promotion of use of template

[Note: likely to be covered under broader review of RFI by FSSG/TDG  – see point 26 below]


	Update No. 2, October 2009

To be amended with issue of extended Statement of requirements (autumn 2009)



	11
	(10)  Student FTEs
	· Remember NCB students

· Reconcile to HESA data


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

There may be good reasons why TRAC data differs from HESA

	Update No. 2, October 2009



	12
	(11)  Management and oversight
	· Institutional committee sees TRAC return

· Before submitted to HEFCE

· Existence of an effective TRAC Steering Group

(also see point 19 below)


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

Reminder to PVCs/FDs


	Covered in March 2009 TRAC Update

Update No. 2, October 2009

PVCs conference, presentation to BUFDG regional groups (both autumn 2009)

S.Smith letter June 2009




	13
	(12)  Completion of QAV-DATA (now, the annual TRAC return)
	No avoidable errors
	See reasonableness checks (point 5 above)

Many more automatic validation checks have been included 

A single return is now made

	2007/08 (Jan 09) return

	14
	(13)  Direct attribution of costs
	Informed identification and attribution of relevant costs


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off


	Update No. 2, October 2009



	15
	(14)  Charging academic staff costs to projects
	Processes to confirm that the salary costs charged do not exceed actual costs; and that academics have sufficient time available


	Issue reminder to TRAC managers
New check that no one individual charges more than 1650 hours to Research Council projects p.a.


	To be issued in Spring 2010

Update No. 3, October 2009



	16
	(15)  Indexation rates (for indirect cost rates)


	Use of a sound basis
	[See point 33 below]


	

	
	Suggested updates and amendments to the Guidance

(From 5.14 p36 et seq)

	
	
	

	17
	Consolidated TRAC Guidance
	Uptodate, consolidated, easy to follow
	
	Short-term improvements being implemented by TDG 2009

Major initiative being taken forward by TDG 2010



	18
	Reasonableness checks and QA processes
	It is suggested that there should be provision of specific guidance on reasonableness checks and QA activities.  (Also see point 5 above)


	Consider additional Guidance on how high-level management changes to TRAC data (including AST) should be approved, and the action that should then be taken
	TRAC managers to be asked what guidance might help at TRAC practitioners conference (October 2009) and if any additional peer group benchmarking data would be helpful
Then to be taken forward by new Support Unit in 2010


	19
	Role of institutional committees
	· Review and clarification of role of institutional committees

· Delegate the oversight of TRAC to a management committee
	Current requirements are confirmed (second bullet point will not be taken forward, as removing the involvement of an institutional committee would contradict attempts to raise TRAC’s profile)

But institutions could use approval from management committee or Chairman’s Action on submission, if institutional committee does not meet after data is submitted.  (The latter would still retain responsibility for assuring compliance.)
Also see point 12 above


	Annual return for 2009/10 (Jan 2010);

Update to be issued in Spring 2010


	20
	TAS – collection methods
	· Investigate the potential impact of differing methods of data collection on the reliability and comparability of TAS data

· Promote greater consistency in collection methods
	
	To be discussed during the series of TDG/RCUK meetings 2009/10



	21
	TAS – activity categories
	· Greater standardisation in the activity categories recorded, particularly scholarship and general support

· Additional guidance on the allocation of scholarship time between T, R and O


	Consider a new Requirement to collect scholarship and general support separately (this would take three-five years to implement)

	TRAC managers to be asked what guidance might help at TRAC practitioners conference (October 2009)

Then to be taken forward by new Support Unit in 2010


	22
	Supervision of PGRs
	· Clarify whether PGR supervision time is to be included in the calculation of direct research time (when rates are calculated).


	Issue a clarification that the Guidance requires  supervision time to be included
	Clarification to be issued in Update in Spring 2010


	23
	Estates costs
	· Make it explicit that EMS categories do not directly correspond to TRAC activities 

· Clarify requirements on circulation and shared space

· Confirm all requirements given in QAV-METHOD


	This is explicit in the (outofdate, jumbly) Guidance.  Add to checklist of reminders to TRAC managers

Examples on allocation of space, emphasising its materiality (i.e. why allocation is important, and alternatives)

	Update No. 2, October 2009

Both clarified in the Statement of Requirements (March 2009)

To be prepared by new Support Unit  in 2010


	24
	Infrastructure adjustment – gross book value of assets


	· Clarify treatment of land and buildings in the course of construction

· Issue guidance on component accounting

(see also point 4)


	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

Include on template 


	Covered in March 2009 TRAC Update.

Update No. 2, October 2009

To be amended with issue of extended Statement of requirements (autumn 2009)


	25
	Infrastructure adjustment – insurance valuations
	Clarify the date at which insurance valuations should be used
	Include in Key Risk Sign-off

Include on template


	Covered in March 2009 TRAC Update 

Update No. 2, October 2009

To be amended with issue of extended Statement of requirements (autumn 2009)



	26
	RFI
	Clarify treatment of unused restructuring provisions and assets in the course of construction


	HEFCE to consider materiality and suggest any new/clarified Guidance.
	To be taken forward by new Support Unit  in 2010

	27
	Attribution of costs to research sponsors
	Provide guidance and examples on approaches


	
	Cover in Update to be issued in Spring 2010


	28
	PGRs
	Clarify whether the PGR count should be based on one or two points in the year
	Confirm current Guidance - one point in the year, as with taught numbers.  Ensure Guidance is clear that it should be reconciled with HESES/HESA (there may be good reasons for differences).


	Clarification of Guidance to be issued in Spring 2010 Update


	29
	Calculation of estates rates
	Clarify the guidance on the classification of staff and costs between lab and non-lab (currently up to institutions) to define.  (“This can result in materially different lab and non-lab rates.”)


	This would be very difficult to define consistently across all institutions (with their different organisational structures), and it is debatable whether it is necessary.

	Self-Help Groups to be asked to consider where it is useful or possible, as part of TDG/Self-Help Group Chair liaison

Then to be taken forward by new Support Unit  in 2010


	30
	MRFs
	· Consult the sector on the use of fEC for MRFs

· Benchmark rates for similar facilities to promote comparability and consistency of approach

See also point 8 above
	
	To be discussed during the series of TDG/RCUK meetings 2009/10
RCUK to consider and take forward if appropriate

	
	Points arising from TRAC FEC Review report


	
	
	

	31
	Equipment
	[Clarification required as to precise scope/requirement here:  replacement of equipment; double-charging of equipment?]

	
	To be discussed during the series of TDG/RCUK meetings 2009/10



	32
	TRAC and TRAC EC-FP7 
	The two systems should be more closely aligned, with a view to reducing the TRAC EC-FP7 burden
	Take forward in two areas:
a) Harmonise timesheets required for (some) DI staff on Research Council projects with TRAC EC-FP7

b) With benefit of practical experience of implementation, discuss scope fro reducing some of TRAC EC-FP7 burden with EC
	Update No. 3, October 2009

TDG and UUK to start discussions with EC in 2009 


	
	Other technical points arising from recent data scrutiny


	
	
	

	33
	The indexation rates that institutions apply to indirect costs when calculating current year rates


	Vary widely – up to 10% difference in rates can arise.
	
	Update No. 3, October 2009



	34
	Use of weighted staff time or unweighted staff time to allocate staff costs


	Practice varies widely.  
	It is likely to be material
	To be taken forward by new Support Unit  in 2010

	35
	PGR scholarships and stipends; 

indirect costs attributed to PGRs
	These are recorded against RG&C, in PGR research sponsor types, or not at all.  They are material in the PGR research sponsor type.  This means the deficits on research sponsor types may be inconsistent.

These may not being attributed to PGRs robustly, or in a way that matches the income.


	Confirm TRAC Requirements, and check whether institutions can be more consistent. If so, clarify the Guidance.  If there are more significant issues that would need changes to the Guidance, explain significance (for users of the surplus/deficit information to understand), but take no further action at this stage.

	Paper to increase understanding of these issues and to promote good practice to be issued in Spring 2010 Update
Also flagged in study of Research Subject Cost Weights

	36
	RFI
	Concerns about the level and nature of the RFI adjustment.
	
	Being considered by TDG October 2009; and at PVC/Registrar conference in November 2009


	37
	Minority interests, endowment
	Costs and income on the TRAC return do not match as some items are not included in TRAC.


	Under consideration by HEFCE
	New Guidance to be issued in Spring 2010 Update as appropriate


