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Queen’s UCU expresses
condolences on the
death of VC Patrick
Johnston

Ta k e B a c k Q u e e n ’ s !

By Seán Fearon
On 12th April 2016 the Queen’s University Senate signed off on a dramatic restructuring of the University intended to decisively focus the
priorities and resources of Senior
Management towards pursuing an
intense marketisation agenda.
The content of this ‘Size & Shape
Review’ stirred significant disquiet
amongst the staff and their union
representatives. Amongst students,

however, the backlash was unprecedented in the modern history of the
Students’ Union.
No doubt the content of the restructuring invoked significant anger amongst students and staff:
threats of school closure, large scale
school mergers, ambitions to cut
academic posts, and, most jarringly,
shedding two exceptionally high
performing academic Single Honours degrees in Sociology and An-

thropology.
But what captured the intense frustrations and despondency
of staff and student groups most
wasn’t the content of this particular
programme of marketisation. Indeed, they had been used to a Senior
Management team citing prestige
and a competitive higher education
landscape as reasons to slash student numbers, inflict cuts to student
counselling services, and entirely
redefine the purpose and activity of
academics not as those pursuing
and transmitting knowledge for the
benefit of society, but as tools of
revenue generation and recruitment. What so angered those who

hastily formed the ‘Save Our
Schools’ campaign group was how
these decisions had been formed
and subsequently implemented.
The commercialisation crusaders
leading Queen’s University somehow arrived at the extensive ‘Size &
Shape Review’ without any effort to
meaningfully consult representatives of students and staff. Moreover they sought to impose upon
them a deal so drastically contrary
to the interests of their members,
that to claim to University Senators,
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The University College Union at
Queen’s expresses its
condolences on the sudden
death of the university’s ViceChancellor, Professor Patrick
Johnston.
UCU President Dr Fabian
Schuppert said that he was
‘very shocked and saddened’ at
the news.

‘We wish to express our
condolences to Professor
Johnston’s wife, Iseult, to his
four boys, Séamus, Eoghan,
Niall and Ruairí, and to the
wider family,’ Dr Schuppert
said.
‘Our sympathies also to his
colleagues and friends at
Queen’s, especially those in the
School of Medicine, Dentistry
and Biomedical Sciences, whom
he worked closely with over the
years. This is very shocking
news for us all.’
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as they did, that Queen’s Students’ Union and the
UCU both influenced and agreed with the proposals, rallied students and staff to each other’s
side in a manner not seen in years.

The first Union General Meeting in five years, a
record-breaking student referendum, and many
staff-student sit-ins and demonstrations forced
management to row back on the roughest elements
of the proposed marketisation reforms: no jobs
would be lost, no student places lost, and both BA
Sociology and BA Social Anthropology would eventually be saved.
All of this serves as a rather lengthy preamble
to discussing a radical staff-student formation I
am immensely proud to write about, and to have
played a role in bringing together. The successful
‘Save Our Schools’ campaign rallied a sentiment in
the hearts and minds of students who now sought
to formalise and focus the scattered urgency of
their previous efforts.
Why should students’ unions and staff unions
not share resources and ideas towards combatting
a pervasive and sweeping marketisation agenda
that so threatened the very ethos of higher education?
The great failings of students’ unions in recent
years was to view themselves as but another wing
of the University with a role, if not a duty, to carry
out and build support for the stale and suffocating
University
environment
of
‘employability’,
‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘engagement’. What had
happened to the moral duties to critical thinking,
challenging perceived economic and social orthodoxies, and instilling within student members a
zeal to pursue these great callings with grassroots
political action?
Committed to these objectives, and with a view
to radically shifting the balance of power from the
offices of Senior Management to elected representatives and to the classroom, the Students’ Union
Executive and the new vibrant and determined
leadership of UCU created a formal alliance between students and staff: Take Back Queen’s.
Of course such a theatrical title required equally
lofty goals. The Program of Reforms released
shortly after this formation laid out the ambitious
objectives of the new Union alliance. Take Back
Queen’s is founded on the underlying principle
that Queen’s University must undergo significant

transformation in order to allow students and staff
to assert influence over the distribution of resources, academic profile, and strategic direction
of a University they give life to.
The Program focused on primarily four key areas of concern that mutually affected students and
staff at Queen’s:






Democracy
Equality
Marketisation

Working Conditions
When this Program, and the question of the staffstudent Take Back Queen’s alliance, was put to the
student body in a week-long referendum in February, 2017 this vision, of a democratised and equitable University run in the interests of its lifeblood
and in line with its public responsibility and social
conscience, was overwhelmingly endorsed by the
student body.

Turnout was the highest recorded in the 61-year
history of Queen’s Students’ Union, and 93% of the
electorate ratified our permanent alliance with
Queen’s staff representatives, and demanded that
the University implement the redistribution of
power, and end the intense process of marketisation, itself tremendously rejected in the Queen’s
Staff Survey.
I have since departed from the Students’ Union,
that in my time as Student President I sought to
make politically relevant to students and indivisibly ally with the interests of staff. It is my firm
belief that the meaningful change desperately
needed at Queen’s University will only ever be
achieved by an unprecedented unity between students and staff towards a common end: a democratic, truly public seat of higher learning run in
the interests of society and its members.
As a new Student Executive takes up leadership
positions in the Students’ Union, and as staff face
an increasingly bleak higher education landscape
in a UK in such political turmoil, the urgency to
unify and share immense talents towards realising
the historic student mandate given to the unions in
Take Back Queen’s has never been more stark.
From afar I wish staff and students all the solidarity I can.

The time is now to Take Back Queen’s.

Get Money Back from your Tax!
by Paul Hudson

You can reclaim tax on fees or subscriptions
you pay to some approved professional organisations - but only if you must have membership to do your job or it’s helpful for your
work. You may also be able to claim for subscriptions to learned journals or books needed
for your work .
UCU is partly a professional association and
you can reclaim the tax on 2/3 of your total
UCU annual subscription. It is based on what
you pay in a tax year and UCU subscription
rates change in September each year. Look on
your past bank statements for what you paid
to UCU in monthly Direct Debits. If you cannot do that, then you will have to do some calculations (see table).

You can claim for recent past tax years, but
you need to claim for tax year 2013-14 by 5
April 2018. For members in full-time employment this tax relief is worth up to about
£40.00 per year (or double that for 40% tax
payers), so it is well worth the effort of claiming.
Anyone who has opted to pay the Political
Fund subscription should add 1% to the figures above. If your subscription rate is not
shown above, or if you are a joint member of
UCU and another union, contact UCU HQ and/
or the local Treasurer.

For the coming academic year the local UCU
subscription remains the same while the national subscription rises by about 1.85%.
Members paying by cheque should pay the
new rate from 1 September 2017. Most members pay by Direct Debit and the change to the
new rate is automatic. Note that the subscription rates depend upon your annual salary.
Direct Debit of subscriptions is run by UCU
HQ and they do not know your earnings. So
you are honour bound to notify UCU HQ if you
move from one salary band to another. If you
are not paying the correct subscription you
may be denied help, such as legal advice, in
any personal case you might have.
Academics may be able to claim back tax for
the expenses of maintaining office facilities at
home. You will need to persuade the local Tax
Inspector that it is
necessary for your
work. Arguments
in support may be
that your workplace is not secure
enough for confidential material or
valuable
objects
used in your work.
You may be able to
get tax back for
some of the bills
you have to pay
because you have
to work at home on a regular basis. You can
only claim for things to do with your work
(for example, business telephone calls or the
extra cost of gas and electricity for your work
area). You can’t claim for things that you use
for both private and business use (for example, rent or broadband access). You don’t
need to provide records for claims of up to £4
per week (£18 per month). For claims over £4
per week you’ll need to provide evidence of
what you’ve spent.
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Academic Freedoms Under Threat

New UCU at QUB Officers!
Tristan Sturm, Honorary Secretary

at Queen’s University
By Merav Amir
Academic freedoms are at the core of scientific production and academic research. Reaching beyond
freedom of speech and other civil liberties, academic
freedoms relate to the ability of staff, students and
researchers on all levels to pursue and to bring to

ACADEMIC

fruition inquisitive research projects which are
guided solely on rigorous scholarly methods and scientific approaches. It therefore relates to the ability
to carry out academic work in an environment which
allows it to be freed from external constraints and
demands the removal of institutional and other foreign hindrances on research. As research is dependent on fruitful interactions and dialogues, these
freedoms need to be actively, constantly and with
great care safeguarded for academics on all levels in
the university, staff, students and researchers. To be
effective, academic freedoms need to encompass all
aspects of academic life which are research-related,
and thus reach into the different fields of academic
interactions, including the freedom in teaching and
discussion, freedom in carrying out research without interference (political or commercial), freedom
to disseminate and publish one's research findings
and freedom from institutional censorship.
At Queen’s we have been witnessing a worrying ten-
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dency towards increasing infringements on academic freedoms on several fronts. The first relates to
conditions of employment: ensuring academic freedoms is structurally dependent on secure employment. It is impossible for academics who do not enjoy employment security to pursue unconventional,
contentious or critical research, the type of research
which is at the core of scientific breakthroughs and
academic progress. Moreover, insecure employment
also interferes with the ability to develop, sustain
and bring to fruition research projects which demand sustained and continuous support. Thus, prolongation of probation procedures and the increasing numbers of staff on casual contracts at QUB has
severe consequences on the type and scope of research performed at the university.
The second type of infringement on academic freedoms relates to funding. As staff are increasingly
pressured to secure external funding for their research, instead of being able to rely on institutional
funding, research projects are increasingly being
channelled to suit the priorities of research councils
and other funding bodies. Thus, the mandate to secure funding does not only limit the ability to conduct research, as the search for funding takes up
much of researchers’ time and resources, but it also
curtails the ability to advance research which does
not fit into the agendas of external funders.
Another threat to academic freedoms comes from
commercial and political interferences. We have already witnessed incidents in which academic events
and encounters are discouraged simply because they
are perceived as conflicting with some of the commercial interests of the University. Such attempts by
University officials clearly demonstrate the precedence which the managerial level gives to commercial and political interests over their professional
obligation to first and foremost safeguard academic
pursuit from such interventions.

Academic freedoms at QUB have also been under
attack as a direct outcome of the restructuring of
the academic units in the University. This restructuring is accompanied with a demand to streamline
the research performed at the university in accordance with larger units such as the newly formed
Global Research Institutes (GRIs), the Pioneer Research Projects (PRPs) or the larger schools. The few
research streams covered by the GRIs and the additional PRPs cannot, for all intents and purposes, encompass the highly diverse research interests of a
large group of academics such as that at QUB. Similarly, administrative decisions about School structures cannot serve as the guiding principles for developing academic research. This demand, which
dictates a top-down process of decision making regarding allowed research avenues, is therefore
bound to limit the academic freedoms of many of
QUB’s staff and students, as it discourages them
from pursuing independent research projects.
At UCU we see the struggle to safeguard academic
freedoms as a top priority:







We are actively campaigning against the casualisation of
academic staff;
We oppose the unilateral setting of academic standards
which dictate individualised funding targets for staff on
all levels;
We object to processes of mandating the streamlining of
research projects towards an alignment with the new
structure of the academic units (GRIs, PRPs and Schools);
We object to any changes in the conditions for confirmation in post which are geared towards the prolongation of
the probation period;
We will be vigilant and actively oppose any attempts to
interfere with the production and dissemination of research based on foreign considerations, such as commercial and political interests.

Tristan Sturm is a lecturer in Human Geography in the School of Natural and Built
Environment. He finished his PhD at UCLA
in 2011, a post-doc at UBC in 2012, and
was formerly Assistant Professor at York
University in Canada. He joined QUB in
2015.

Jim Donaghey, Anti-Casualisation Officer
I’ve been working at QUB since 2015, formerly as a lecturer
in the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work
(on a part-time temporary contract) and currently as a Research Fellow at the Mitchell Institute/School of History,
Anthropology, Philosophy
and Politics (on a part-time
fixed term contract) – so I
have some first-hand experience of working under casualised conditions, and I am
keenly aware of the difficulties these conditions generate for a huge number of
workers here at Queens University Belfast.
I have previously been involved in campaigns against
university fees (as a student)
and have been active in
grassroots community and union organising in Belfast and
elsewhere. I am excited by the recent revitalisation of QUB
UCU and I look forward to helping workers on casual contracts to improve their conditions.

Chris Loughlin, Assistant Secretary
I have been teaching Irish history since 2010 and have
been involved in left-wing and union politics in Belfast
since 2000. I was a post-graduate member of the union during my PhD, 2009-12, and I am proud to be a
full member of the union. I am a twentieth-century
historian and specialize in Anglophone labour history
in Ireland, the cultural study of class, the ‘long’ history
of Northern Ireland, moral economy and Anglophone
Marxist historiography in the 20th century. The ‘Moral
Economy of Loyalty: Labour, Law and the State in
Northern Ireland’ was recently published in Labour
History Review (UK) and I delivered a manuscript of
the same name to Palgrave Pivot in May 2017. An article entitled, ‘Representing Labour’, on the philosophy
of labour history in Ireland, is also due to be published
in the Michael Pierse edited book, A Cambridge History of Irish Working-Class Writing (Cambridge: CUP).

The UK General Election
By Renee Prendergast
Just over a year ago, the UK electorate voted
by a narrow majority to leave the EU. In June
this year, they surprised everyone again when,
instead of the expected Tory landslide, the
general election produced a hung parliament.
The interesting aspect of the election is the
performance of the Labour Party which articulated and won support for a social democratic
programme involving redistribution and improved social provision. Initially ridiculed in
the media as old fashioned tax and spend and
a throwback to the seventies, the Labour Party
programme garnered increasing public approval especially amongst the young. For the
first time since the early 1980s, neoliberalism,
which appeared to have survived even the
2008 crisis, lost its hold. Clearly a large section of the public are fed up with stagnant
wages and inadequate infrastructure and services. The voting patterns of young people in
particular, indicate that tuition fees and the
accompanying student loan system as a means
of funding third level education are deeply unpopular. This may have implications for future
fee increases in England but, closer to home, it
is likely to reduce the probability of the removal of the existing cap on third level fees.
The hung parliament in Westminster has
led to renewed interest in Northern Ireland
politics across the water. Most obviously, it
has contributed to a considerable change in
the fortunes of the DUP which not so long ago
was on the ropes accused of incompetence and
worse. Others, are suggesting that Sinn Fein
should abandon its Westminster abstentionism
so that it could become part of a broad progressive coalition should the Tory/DUP arrangement fail. Even in the Tory party, the
reliance on the DUP has given rise to considerable unease because of the DUP’s position on a
variety of social issues. Likewise, the DUP appears to be aware of the disadvantages of being associated with the Tories and has driven a
hard bargain in its negotiations on a supply
and confidence arrangement. Locally, the major concerns are the possible impact on the UK
government’s ability to act as an honest broker
in relation to the implementation of the Good
Friday Agreement and the DUP’s own attitude
to Brexit. The latter is fraught with contradic-

tions. The DUP claims that it does not want
Northern Ireland to be treated as a special
case and that it wants free trade and free
movement across the border. At the same
time, it wants to exit the Single Market and
the Customs Union. It also still maintains a
commitment to an economic policy based on
the attraction of foreign direct investment
which would lose much of its credibility in the
absence of access to the European single market.
Given that the neutrality of the UK government with respect to Northern Ireland will be
compromised by reliance on the DUP, the restoration of the Northern Ireland Assembly
would now seem to be all the more desirable.
At the time of writing, this issue has not yet
been settled. By and large the devolved governments in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland have been more progressive than their UK
counterpart especially with regard to access to
education. In Northern Ireland, however, the
progressive stance in terms of access has been
accompanied by substantial cuts in funding –
annual block grant allocations from DEL fell by
24% in real terms between 2009/10 and
2014/5 with further cut of 10.8% in 2015/6.
An improvement of £5m in recurrent funding
has recently been promised but this will be
used mainly to restore some of the student
places lost as a result of the 2015/6 cuts. The
£1Bn of extra funding over two years negotiated by the DUP is to be used to support health
and education. It is important that UCU make

the case that some of it should be used to fund
Northern Ireland universities at the same level
as our counterparts in Britain. UCU wants all
students who can benefit from it to have access to higher education without having to accumulate large amounts of debt. But we also
want to provide students with a top quality
education which means that our universities
need to be properly resourced. It is, therefore,
imperative that in conjunction with our counterparts in Ulster and the OU we devote time
and effort to lobbing and campaigning for better funding and access in the coming year.

There’s strength in the Union!
Join today
To join: email ucu@qub.ac.uk

