
Richmond UCU Branch AGM
16th May 2024
15:00 Online and In-person
MINUTES

 
Attendees: Sam Bracey (Chair), Lucia Morawska (Co-secretary/ Equalities and Inclusion Officer), Catherine Dille (Co-secretary/Green Officer) [minutes], Emmanuel Okyere (Treasurer), Shuna Neilson (Membership Officer)

Members: [redacted]

Apologies: Martin Brown, Health and Safety Officer, Piola Massarotto, Adjunct Faculty Officer [apologies members redacted]

The meeting was opened by the Chair at 15:10.

The Chair thanked members for coming to this hybrid meeting and for their participation. She acknowledged the tireless work of the Executive Committee who have all agreed to stand again for their posts. Appreciation was also extended to our Regional Officer for his continued support.

1. Approval of Minutes - 19 Sept. 2024 AGM Branch Meeting 
The minutes from the 19 Sept. 2024 AGM Branch meeting were presented and approved by the attendees with amendments.

2. Matters arising
It was noted that USS, the UCU’s pension fund, is heavily invested in Thames Water, and it was questioned whether this would have implications for USS and the expected return anticipated in Faculty pay. The full implications are not known, but it is believed that USS has an extensive investment portfolio and would not be significantly impacted.

3.  Election of Officers
The Chair noted that while she was glad to serve in this role on the Executive it would only be appropriate for her to remain in post for one year as she is based in Leeds rather than Chiswick where the majority of members work; she hoped that members would reflect over the next year and consider running for this important officer position at the next election.

The following individuals stood unopposed for these positions:

Chair: Samantha Bracey 
Co-Secretaries: Catherine Dille and Lucia Morawska 
Treasurer: Emmanuel Okyere 
Membership Secretary: Shuna Neilson 
Equality Officer: Kandida Purnell 
RIASA Officer: Molly Bettie 
Adjunct Officer: Piola Massarotto 
Health and Safety Officer: Martin Brown  
Green Officer: Fiona Ffoulkes 


MOTION: A block motion was proposed to ratify the election of these individuals to the Executive; this was seconded, and the election was ratified by vote of the members. 

The Chair thanked the Returning Officer for her service to the Branch; the new Equality Officer was welcomed back onto the Committee and the new Green Officer was also welcomed.


4.      Campaign and Reports 2023-4 (Agenda Item 5)

a. Adjunct Contracts  The Co-Secretary (CD), who has been involved in meetings on the upcoming contract changes for Adjunct Faculty explained that a new teaching-only contract (‘Faculty Education’ contract) was going to be introduced. The pros and cons of the contracts were set out. 

The main benefits, which are welcomed by the Branch, are that this represents a secure, guaranteed form of employment for those indviduals who may be offered these contracts, with year-round monthly pay. Drawbacks are that this is an unequal form of contract lacking the 20% provision for paid research time as on the standard contract. Additionally, the lack of allocation for service time would would mean that these colleagues would not be able to share the workload of advising, committees etc. with Faculty on standard contracts.

b. Portfolio Rationalisation Project. The plan to reduce Richmond’s four-year degree to a three-year degree was discussed, and many departments had met earlier in the day to plan for this. 

i. From the UCU perspective, this is primarily a means of saving the University money, but it does carry distinct benefits. First, it will relieve the time and financial burden on students by reducing the number of courses they must pay for; it will also potentially reduce Faculty workload. 

ii. The Portfolio Rationalisation project has serious implications mostly for the School of Liberal arts, which is essentially being dissoved after one or two years. This led to the question of whether Richmond’s mission as a liberal arts university was no longer being fulfilled in a meaningful way. It was acknowledged that there appear to be competing ideas of what the mission and purpose of University is at SMT level.

iii. Despite reassurances about there being ‘no job cuts’, there has been vagueness from SMT about job retentions, particularly around Adjuncts teaching GEP and EAP courses. At the senior level, the HoD of Liberal Arts has moved sideways into Computer Science, and some Faculty have also been moved to other departments. Further, there will still be a need for a foundation year for some students which would mean continued employment for some GEP/EAP Faculty. 

iv. It was deeply regretted that there had been no Faculty consultation and no UCU involvement in the lead up to this project, despite the fact that there were profound impacts on workload and working conditions. Regarding the pedagogical implications of these changes, these could be brought to the attention of the Chair of Faculty Senate to be collated.

v. It was pointed out that on the positive side, a return to the distributional model ensures the survival of a wider range of the smaller departments. (Though later in the discussion it was noted that some degrees will potentially be lost in some departments.) And despite the unfortunate loss of the School of Liberal Arts this would preserve a form of liberal arts education, though fewer courses would be offered. 

vi. It was generally expressed that Faculty have huge concerns about where Richmond students are coming from in the future as the bottom is falling out of the market for HE.  


ACTION POINT: UCU agreed to monitor the roll-out of this project, both as a Branch and individually as members, and to bring concerns relating to working conditions and potential job losses to the the Executive’s attention.


c. Faculty Roles Profiles
This project has been ongoing for a year, and we are  now reaching the point where the role profiles are essentially ‘done’. As a union, we are not fully satisfied with the lack of a clear distinction between the different grades, but specifications relating to ‘leadership’ were altered; also, mentions of ‘research’ were requested to be removed from Faculty Education/Teaching-Only contracts. 

UCU hopes that we have improved the clarity of these role profiles as they underpin promotions, even though promotions will not be happening for the next few years. 
Another discussion regarding this Project related to the person-specifications in hiring, the lack of which has led to historic inequalities, particularly among Adjunct Faculty. The new person-specifications may help address this.

Lack of appraisals were raised with SMT as a continuing issue for Adjuncts hoping for promotion, but UCU was informed that SMT does not wish for this to become a formalised requirement at this juncture.

d. Teaching Contracts [covered above under a.]

e. Interim Treasurer’s Report: It was explained that a bank account was set up in 2023, and systematic procedures regulating Branch spending are recorded with two people approving each payment. The two major expenditures to date have been a Training Day for the Executive (under £300) and the Halloween action on Pay and Adjunct issues. It was believed that close to £1000 is in the Branch funds. A new signatory on the account is needed.

ACTION POINT: A new signatory will be added to the account.

ACTION POINT: A full Treasurer’s report will need to be made at the next Branch meeting.

5. Pay Claim and Rewards Project: Last year, the Branch negotiated a minimum £1,000 pay increase. This was not a large uplift, but that even this was achieved was owing to UCU’s involvement and campaigning.

a. Regarding the current negotiations, several scheduled meetings have been cancelled by SMT, and the first one will be on 24 May. UCU has not yet received the new claim as presumably SMT are still trying to resolve the Budget. The Branch negotiating team proposed a well-justified pay rise of 11% over two years starting with the first increment to be paid in August. UCU has also asked for clear information on what money should be coming back to us from the USS pension savings. Disastisfaction was strongly expressed by members that Richmond is so much below were we should be for the sector. 

b. After the pay offer has been received, we will need to consider as a Branch what action we will have to take. It was argued that actions could also be taken along the lines of a marking and assessment boycott. At some branches this has not been a successful strategy as they received no pay. The Branch negotiating team plans to push on benefits, such as a contractual sickness benefit that members can count on. It was also noted that Maternity Leave should be improved as we are an outlier among universities.

c. It was felt that Faculty are continuing to bear the brunt of the sacrifice in pay in order meet the University’s objective of breaking even; however, should the plan for the purchase of the University go forward, as discussed at the Town Hall meeting, then the Faculty will at that point expect a meaningful and long-overdue pay rise, and should that not happen there would be justified call for industrial action.

d. It was noted that UCU Richmond is not part of the national bargaining agreement and this would be highly desirable going forward, saving both SMT and the Branch time and effort in negotiations. Action short of a strike was discussed.

e. The UCU Executive was thanked for raising pertinent questions at the Town Hall and facilitating the list of questions. The SMT is still working on a response to these questions.

6.  Working Space: The Branch’s Health and Safety Officer attended many meetings to plan for the first-floor expansion at Chiswick but this project did not go forward.  This is an area we need to continue to monitor as a Branch.

7.  Building the Branch: it was noted that the work that Leeds members are doing is disproportionate to its size in proportion to Chiswick, and recruitment needs to be stepped up in Chiswick. We need to think creatively about recruitment at Orientation Week. As restructuring is happening, it was recognised that UCU members would be in a much stronger position with access to the resources and support of the Union.

8.  Sustainability: The outgoing Green Officer explained that an informal working group had been meeting to further the Green Agenda at the University and supporting the student Green Project’s efforts to educate themselves in this area. One goal of the group is the formulation of a Sustainability policy, along the lines of other HE institutions. It was noted that the incoming Green Officer has a background in Sustainability and had addressed the Green Project students at their recent event.

9. Support for other UCU Branches  (Item 6 of the Agenda) Goldsmiths, Sheffield Hallam and other universities were taking various actions and members were encouraged to support them ifthey possibly could. (Details here: https://www.ucu.org.uk/your-support-is-needed).

10. AOB 

a.   A member noted that last year the Branch sent out an informative email explaining how members can claim back their union dues against tax, and it was requested that this be resent to all members.

ACTION: The tax information will be sent out again to the membership.

b.    UCU will be represented at UCU Congress by our Membership Officer. If anyone has any input or tips please contact her. It was suggested that she contact the other branches and the Regional representative.

  
The Chair concluded the meeting at 17:00.                      
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