
Richmond UCU Branch Meeting
19th January 2024
10:00 Online and In-person
APPROVED MINUTES

 
Attendees: Sue Pell (Chair) Sam Bracey (Secretary), Lucia Moraswka (Equalities and Inclusion Officer), Catherine Dille (Green Officer) [minutes], Emmanuel Okyere (Treasurer), Shuna Neilson (Membership Officer), Piola Massarotto (Adjunct Officer), Martin Brown (Health and Safety Officer).

Members: [redacted]

The meeting was opened by the Chair at 10:05.

1. Approval of Minutes - 13 Sept. 2023 AGM Branch Meeting 
The minutes from the 13 Sept. 2023 AGM Branch meeting were presented and approved by the attendees with amendments.

a. Matters arising
The question was raised by a member whether the reduced USS pension contributions would be applied to Faculty pay, given that this was a direct savings in this area. The Branch Executive agreed that this should be the case as discussed in Faculty Senate and with Management previously. This point would be raised with Management as a matter of priority, with the intention that this could be applied to this year’s pay increases. The Chair pointed out that it is the Branch’s expectation that any fortuitous income to the University should be applied to employee pay, which in comparison with other HE institutions and in light of inflation is at a serious low. It has been represented to Management that the historic pay gap now stands at 39%.

The Chair noted that pay claim meetings with the University are ongoing. Increasing student numbers were cited as another factor that ought to be brought into the pay claim for this year. Matters discussed with Management apart from pay included workload and space. The findings on Faculty workload and stress based on the survey conducted by the Branch were also presented to Management.

ACTION POINT: At pay meetings, in the JNCC and in writing, the Branch will demand that the unexpected pension savings be applied to Faculty pay with no diminution.


2.      Building the Branch

a.      Executive Officers
As announced by email, the present Chair of the Branch is stepping down to take on another role in the University. The Branch Secretary has agreed to step up in the interim until the election in May.  Two Committee members in the current posts of Equalities Officer and Green Officer have offered to act as co-Secretaries, and a member will take on the RIASA Officer role. The position for Staff Officer remains open.

MOTION: 
A block motion was proposed to ratify these changes to the make-up of the Executive; this was seconded, and the changes were ratified by vote of the members. 

It was recognised that we are a very hard-working branch, but as Richmond is not part of UCU’s national bargaining agreement, pay negotiations have been particularly time-consuming during the past few years, as well as contract negotiations, taking an inordinate amount of the Executive Committee’s time. The outgoing Chair has been outstanding and she was warmly thanked by the Committee and members.

b.      Members’ contribution
There was discussion around the need to develop the Branch membership. Recent actions, such as the one at Halloween on pay and Adjunct working conditions have successfully raised awareness of the Branch and its activities and increased membership, particularly among new staff and Adjunct Faculty. It was reiterated that we are dependent on the support of members for the success of our campaigns on their behalf.

It was pointed out in the past HoDs may have felt that even if they were members they could not be active in the Branch or come to all meetings (a case which did apply in meetings where Adjuncts needed the discuss their particular issues), but it is important now to point out to HoDs that we encourage their involvement. Forthwith, general invitations will stress that all members are encouraged to attend meetings.

c.       Election
Nominations will open in April for the election of new officers, and the vote will be taken before the Annual General Meeting to be held on 17 May. Members were reminded that the Chair and Secretary positions come with course relief (one in the fall and one in the spring); other officers are awarded service points, and adjunct Faculty receive a payment.

The Chair observed that her experience as a Branch officer had been particularly rewarding personally and in seeing what the Branch has been able to achieve during this time, although there was still work to be done.


3.      Workspace changes at Chiswick Park
The Branch has been represented on the Space Committee at Chiswick by our Health and Safety Officer, and it was noted that there is no other Faculty or student representation on this Committee as the one student representative no longer attends. Meetings of this committee have been repeatedly rescheduled or deferred, and the impression is that its input does not influence the decisions made by University Board. 

The University’s stated goal is to reach 1,500 students, which would allow the University to break even financially, so these numbers will need to be accommodated in teaching space. However, this also necessitates additional space for support of these students, both on the administrative side as well as for Faculty to prepare and meet with students outside of direct teaching.



a.      What it means for Faculty
In summer 2024, the current Faculty space at Chiswick will be removed completely, including lockers and bookshelves; this will become the Student Hub and classrooms, and Faculty will relocate to the central area. There will be limited storage and no permanent desks. It was argued by several members that this arrangement is not fit for purpose and has not been made with adequate Faculty consultation.

It was pointed out that the UCU Stress and Well-being survey covered Faculty’s experience of the work space and provided a mixed picture, with some Faculty willing to work from home due to schedules, while others depended on having a dedicated work space with storage. It is not clear how many hot desks will be available and what kind of arrangements will be in place. 

The Health and Safety Officer reported that another challenge is that information on the new configuration of space is embargoed, so this makes it difficult to communicate these issues to Faculty. It was questioned by members what the long-term strategy for space is. It was pointed out that there would be a cost savings to the University in moving Faculty to working from home, but that would have cost implications for Faculty in terms of heating and energy costs that would have to be borne. Further, it was added that these expensive reconfigurations of space, the erection of additional glass walls, and projects like the potential building of an amphitheatre-style lecture space would came at the cost of badly needed increases in employee pay.

b.      What do members need for effective work and wellbeing?

Beyond the cost implications, it was pointed out that the new arrangement would dramatically alter Faculty’s relationship with the University, isolating Faculty and Staff from colleagues and students and limiting the productive, synergistic exchanges that benefit the Richmond community. 

It was further noted that these changes would have health, safety and wellbeing impacts that would directly affect Adjunct Faculty who, like all Faculty, require storage for their materials, but may also find it difficult to book spaces to meet with students.

It was concluded that Faculty and Staff have mixed needs in this area and that much better consultation is required so that all can have the work space and support necessary to carry out our teaching, administrative and research roles for the good of the institution.

ACTION POINT: The Branch will request that the University hold a Town Hall meeting and reiterate that the University needs to consult with Faculty on these important developments.

ACTION POINT: Posters will be left on desks apprising Staff and Faculty of the coming changes, and the issue will be covered in the Branch Newsletter.
 

4.      2024-25 Pay Claim
a.      Imposed 2023 pay increase
The Chair reported that in this past round of the pay claim the Branch negotiated a £1000 minimum uplift. We are now entering into the third pay claim we have negotiated; however, the Reward Project has altered and complicated the conduct of pay negotiations. The first year we asked for 11.99% to deal with the inflation rise for that current year, but this was not met. In the 2nd year the Branch demanded a pay uplift based on how far Richmond is behind in the market equivalents for pay. The Pay Negotiating Team called for a multi-year pay deal as we are so seriously behind our colleagues in the national negotiations as demonstrated by the figures, but the pay offer fell far short of this.

b.      Strategy  for pay reparation for 2024-25 claim
One member asked for clarification on the ‘Rewards Project’; it was explained that the aim of this project is to place everyone on a clear pay grade. It was agreed that it is important that everyone should be on equitable bands; however, a consultant was hired by the University to propose pay bands, and the numbers provided lacked the necessary clarity.

The results of the Consultative Ballot over the summer were discussed at length, and it was pointed out that there had been strong support for strike action and action short of a strike in principle if a meaningful uplift in pay is not forthcoming. This is a step the Branch will have to consider if the University’s offer continues in such small increments. 

5.      Pensions
a.      Salary sacrifice
It was pointed out that if Faculty will potentially make savings if they opt-in to join the salary sacrifice scheme.

b.      USS pension changes
It was agreed that while continuing to push for a meaningful pay uplift for our members we should in the first instance demand that before pay negotiations begin, we should receive the money saved on the USS Pension revaluation as this is a direct savings in this area of the budget. 

ACTION POINT: It will be communicated to members that while the Branch does not offer financial advice it would be worthwhile for members to investigate if opting in would represent a savings for them, especially given the early notice period.

6.      Green Agenda
a.      Working group
The Green Officer informed the meeting that an informal committee had been established with representation by Staff, the Student Green Project, Faculty with a specialism in Sustainability and the Branch Green Officer to promote the Sustainability agenda at Richmond.

b.      Chiswick Park sustainability policy
The working group identified that the University lacks a clearly developed Sustainability policy, along the lines of other HE institutions and is therefore developing a proposal in this area. The drafting of this policy is being led by the students as a valuable experience in policy development and could form part of a Green New Deal, which is a UCU initiative to support Branch efforts in coalition building with partners to promote Sustainability within HE institutions.

7.      Discussion on Contracts
a.      Feedback on updated Faculty contracts
It was queried whether Faculty had yet seen their updated role profiles, courses or credits or workload. The updated role profiles (schedule 1) for Faculty have been produced. It was noted that the new ‘Tutor’ (teaching-only) contracts need to be looked into, particularly with respect to whether these would limit the ability of employees to move onto other forms of more remunerative and rewarding contracts.

b.      Guaranteed Course Contract for Adjunct Faculty
The Adjunct Faculty Officer set out the benefits and drawbacks of the new Guaranteed Courses contracts. Positively, they offer secure employment. The minus side is that Adjunct Faculty might be asked to teach outside of their department (as has been the case this semester), which necessitates learning a new area as well as new subject material and starting a course from scratch. This also exposes Adjuncts to doing the same work as someone else who is teaching as Associate Adjunct, for which the salary is higher. It appears that courses tend to be cancelled early on so compensation is not being offered.

It was asserted that 2024 needs to be the year that the role descriptions and grades of the Adjuncts should be produced. The introduction of the Guaranteed courses contracts further underscores the need for long-serving Adjuncts to have opportunities for progression and promotion, and there is concern in the Branch that this roll-out is taking too long.

It was further noted that Adjunct contracts were once again not issued on time this semester; this leaves precariously employed members at risk and causes great anxiety as evidenced by comments in the Whatsapp group where the issue was raised and shown to be widespread. A letter was sent to HR by the Branch on this matter. This delay of Adjunct Contracts has been a perennial and acknowledged problem at the University and needs to be resolved at last.

ACTION POINT: The Adjunct Faculty Officer will solicit responses on how the Guaranteed Courses Contracts have been received by Adjunct Faculty. 

ACTION POINT: In meetings with HR, the Adjunct Faculty Working Group will stress the unacceptability of late issuing of contracts and encourage HR to deliver on the promised work profiles and grades.

8.      AOB
 The next Branch meeting and AGM will be on 17 May.
  
The Chair concluded the meeting at 11:49.                      

