
Richmond UCU Branch
20th Sept. 2024
10:00 Online
APPROVED MINUTES

 
Attendees: Lucia Morawska (Co-secretary) [Meeting Chair], Catherine Dille (Co-secretary) [minutes], Molly Bettie (RIASA Officer), Martin Brown (Health and Safety Officer), Fiona Ffoulkes (Green Officer), Shuna Neilson (Membership Officer), Emmanuel Okyere (Treasurer), Kandida Purnell (Equalities Officer)

Members: [redacted]

Apologies: Samantha Bracey (Chair); Piola Massarotto, (Adjunct Faculty Officer) [apologies members redacted]

The meeting was opened at 10:05.

The Acting Chair thanked members for coming and welcomed new members who were present.

1. Approval of Minutes - 16 May 2024, AGM Branch Meeting 
The minutes from the 16 May 2024 AGM Branch meeting were presented and approved by the attendees, with corrections.

2. Matters arising
The Membership Officer reported that the Department of Liberal Arts is now not anticipated to be closed under the Portfolio Rationalisation. She also noted with regard to Academic Literacies, the proposed model where employees on Faculty Education contracts teach potentially twelve classes per year, six each semester, was not viable: ‘six courses of intensive writing in one semester is not good for anybody: neither the person teaching it, nor the students’.

3.       Reports 2024 

3.1. HR policies review (CD/LM)
The Co-Secretary (CD) reported that eight policies were sent by HR to UCU for review over the summer, which posed a challenge for Committee members who were compelled to review them in a short turn-around time while also in some cases on their annual leave. UCU provided the requested feedback, and the Regional Representative reviewed the policies as well commenting that in general they were good policies to have. The Conflict of Interest policy, however, caused UCU representatives some concern, and the Branch Chair had requested that a clause be added to protect academic freedoms. 

The Co-Secretary (LM) had written to HR to follow up on any response to our feedback and was informed by HR that they were aiming to reply by the end of this or the beginning of the following week.

3.2. Portfolio Rationalisation Project. The plan to reduce Richmond’s four-year degree to a three-year degree was discussed. 

The Co-Secretary (LM) reported that UCU representatives had met with members of the SMT on several occasions over the course of the summer, most recently on 30 Aug. Changes to the working model were being anticipated, the details of which the UCU Committee was not at liberty to discuss more widely with the membership as yet. However, UCU had raised concerns about how these changes could negatively impact on our members.

a) Redundancies: the possibility of redundancies and course closures was raised with SMT, and while these were not ruled out because it partly depends on student numbers, Management said they would seek to avoid redundancies. The need for clearer communication from SMT over any changes was called for, particularly for Adjunct Faculty who were likely to lose courses. It is generally understood that the planned changes are designed to save on the expenditure of staff salaries.

b) Workload: The Co-Secretary (CD), who had been in the meeting on the 30th, pointed out that the changes anticipated could potentially negatively impact on workload, which was of particular concern given the levels of stress and illness being reported by our members. As pointed out by our Regional Representative, the University had a legal duty of care in managing workloads so that employees’ health and well-being are not adversely impacted. The UCU Committee advocated that members maintain a log of their work hours to gain a better-documented understanding of the current level of workload in practice. There is a perception among Faculty that they are spending more time than their allocated hours, particularly for ‘service’-related duties.

c) Specific Impacts on Adjunct Faculty: One Adjunct member noted that from what could be known of the plans for fall 25, many Adjunct courses were simply being dropped and that the Union had little influence in this process. Several UCU Officers noted that representations had been strongly made regarding the loss of Adjunct courses and that they had particularly stressed the need for advance warning to Adjunct Faculty of what would be happening.

i) The Co-Secretary (LM) pointed out that Adjuncts of some years’ standing are not casual workers under the law and should be entitled to some redundancy pay. In the past UCU members had sought the support of the Branch to negotiate this with the University.

ii) It was observed by one Adjunct Faculty member that HR cited breaks in the length of service as justification for deciding that Adjuncts were not entitled to anything from the University when employment ceased. Sometimes Adjuncts found that their courses simply were not being offered the following semester without any communication. Other Adjuncts did not receive their contracts before the start of the Semester. Emails from Adjuncts to HR had not received any response, even when the UCU made representations on their behalf. Further, Adjuncts were not in a strong position to challenge this for fear of not receiving employment in the future, which reflects the exploitative nature of this form of employment.

iii) The Health and Safety Officer noted that while HR was recognised to be understaffed in this area, it was the University’s responsibility to make sure that contracts were issued on time. No one should be teaching without a clear contract of employment.

iv) A member reported that a colleague who has now left the University had been teaching seven course without being paid extra money, which was shocking. Another Adjunct member faced an issue where he was asked at the last minute to teach a new course that required considerable preparation, which he would not undertake without additional payment. It was generally agreed that it is important that all employees have a contract that ensures payment for extra courses. The Treasurer pointed out that uncertainties surrounding student numbers meant that teaching was only assigned at the last minute after which contracts were issued.

It was a general concern that the PR would exacerbate some of the issues that had been raised. There were also questions relating to the allocation of service points in future and how these would be calculated; changes had already been introduced regarding office hours and the removal of Faculty from Committee roles, which meant that points would have to made up elsewhere.

Another meeting with SMT on the Portfolio Rationalisation project is scheduled for 4 Oct. when these views and queries could be raised. It was also hoped that more information would be available soon.

ACTION POINT: UCU will write to SMT to address the chronic problem of late contracts for Adjunct Faculty. 


3.3. Workload (Agenda item 3) (CD/LM/MB/SN)

The consensus of the views expressed was that workload points model is deeply flawed.

a) Caps on service and research: A member who had participated in the development of the Workload Model observed that what had been planned bore little resemblance to what was eventually presented to the Faculty. The final model seemed designed so that overload in one area was never recompensed, and the University never owed anything to the employee, whereas not meeting your contractual duties would be penalised.  The cap on research was particularly problematic as the University’s message is that it wants to raise the research profile of the institution. 

b) Richmond in relation to other Institutions: The Health and Safety Officer observed that Richmond seemed to be an outlier in terms of its use of the workload model, where if you are under your points you are forced to teach extra courses, but if you are over you get nothing. The working model had been imposed and there was no buy in from employees.

c) Class sizes and equity: It was felt by some to be unfair that low enrolment penalised some Faculty with small class sizes when they had no influence over student numbers. It was also noted that there was an uneven teaching load between faculty.

3.4 Programme Directors and Course Conveners (SN/MB)

The Membership Officer addressed the recent issue of Programme Directors and Course Conveners being moved to a model where they would be rewarded for this role with service points rather than course relief. This had been considered untenable by the majority of PDs and CCs; some had either stepped down as a consequence or intended to do so when and if the change was implemented. 

The UCU had been involved in meetings in support of PD/CC members, and the Chair had proposed that the planned changes be delayed, which SMT had agreed to do until spring 25. The most recent meeting had not produced any alteration of views, and UCU had again suggested a delay until fall 25 when other changes under the PR would be brought. It was not clear whether this proposal would be accepted. 

The Health and Safety Officer was thanked for coming to meetings with SMT on this issue in support of members.

ACTION: It was agreed that the Stress survey would be rerun in perhaps a shortened form.

4.     Support for other UCU Branches. (Agenda item 5) Other universities were taking various actions against redundancies and members were encouraged to support them if they could. (Details here: https://www.ucu.org.uk/your-support-is-needed).

5. AOB There was no other business.

  
The Acting Chair concluded the meeting at 11:11.                      

