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Defending our pensions:
USS under threat
with Renee Prendergast
and Carlo Morelli

The End of an Era – Where next
for Queen’s?
QUB Faces a deepening recruitment
and retention crisis, and thus the uncertainty surrounding the next VC
and the imminent departure of our
registrar might be serious cause for
concern. However, this is also an opportunity for positive change, building on the things we do well and improving in areas where we struggle.
James O’Kane’s decision to resign
came as a major surprise for most
staff at Queen’s. The fact that the Registrar will leave in April 2018 and thus
most likely before our next VC has
started their job at Queen’s, means
that Queen’s is in a serious time of
transition. On the one hand, a transitional period at a time when the University experiences an ever deepening
crisis in the under-staffing of its academic departments seems like a
daunting prospect; on the other hand,
this radical transition, eight months
after QUB also had a new Head of
Human Resources take up his job
here, is also a unique opportunity for
constructive and forward-looking
change. Queen’s is a great institution
but the actual work environment and
culture around our University has
rapidly deteriorated in recent years,
which is something that has also significantly affected Queen’s reputation
as a trustworthy employer. It is high
time to push for a major cultural
change around Queen’s, as doing so
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‘What’s wrong with target
-led performance
management regimes in
universities and how to
The best way to retain staff is to defeat them’

will also provide the key to solving the
most serious issue the University faces at the moment: it’s major retention
and recruitment crisis.
provide the kind of positive and rewarding work environment that will
ensure that staff don’t feel the need to
look for jobs elsewhere in the first
place. As the Staff Survey showed this
is an area in which Queen’s has struggled majorly. Thus, a lot of talented
staff have left Queen’s over the past
24 months, while at the same time
Queen’s has struggled to recruit qualified staff. Hence, the retention and
recruitment crisis has reached breaking point, as fewer staff struggle to
deliver programmes to students, with
staff-student ratios in many areas
across the University on the rise and
the University’s academic vacancy
rate hovering around 10%, far above
the University’s 5% target level.

This crisis has been years in the
making. Recruiting senior academics
has been a problem at Queen’s for
well over 12months. The fact that at
the same time senior management
thought the fastest way to address the
professorial gender pay gap was to
hire range 3 or range 4 female professors, is baffling to say the least.
On top of that, the uncertainty surrounding the future of EU citizens in
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post-Brexit UK and the marketisation of the HE sector
in the UK have led to a decrease in applications from
qualified non-UK applicants. At the same time, as the
Staff Survey more than a year ago highlighted aca-

demics were being driven away by a top down and
punitive management culture and a lack of career progression, especially for women.
Despite highlighting these issues with the most
senior levels of management, UCU has seen no tangible response to a problem that threatens Queen’s at
the most basic level. In short, if Queen’s cannot either
retain staff or effectively replace them when they
leave, then the institution risks its reputation as a
world class institution capable of delivering excellent
research and teaching. With a vacancy rate standing at
around 10%, and staff shortages reported across all
three faculties, the picture is not improving.
So what are the unique conditions that make it so
difficult to recruit at Queen’s and to stop people from
applying for jobs elsewhere, which is after all the best
way to retain staff? Well, clearly those that leave tell
us something important: that the management of the
University has been experienced negatively by its
staff. When those people move on, the Schools they
leave behind lose capacity and often have to distribute
the work amongst the remaining staff with little or no
extra resource to bridge the gap. Overwork and stress
are inevitably the result, hardly the best conditions for
innovation and excellence.
Academics leaving the University also take their
stories of poor experiences with them and this spreads
quickly across the sector, making it more difficult to
recruit staff to replace them. Struggling Schools come
to rely more and more on casual staff – often on low
pay and precarious contracts – to deliver core activities. Queen’s employs more casual than permanent

academic staff and is one of the most casualised workforces in UK Higher Education. Meanwhile, loss of
staff has been particularly acute at senior levels – so
Schools find themselves robbed of professors and at

Queen’s UCU in Public
Left: UCU Secretary for Local Issues
Véronique Altglas addressing the
Anti-Austerity Rally in Belfast, 1 October

the same time over-reliant on doctoral-level teaching
assistants, de-stabilising departments and undermining their capacity to perform essential work.
But there is no good reason why Queen’s should be
suffering in this way. Despite all the problems identified, Queen’s – in theory(!) - remains a highly attractive place to work: great colleagues, a commitment to
enabling world class research, and an extremely liveable city. However, to realise Queen’s potential and to
attract the very best new colleagues (as well as to stop
colleagues from leaving Queen’s) several steps should
be taken swiftly:









Address quickly and directly the feedback provided time and again by staff and the UCU about inappropriate management decisions - reversal or
substantial re-thinking are the order of the day,
not tinkering at the edges.

Queen’s falls short of gold standard

The results are in and the Athena SWAN committee decided to say ‘no’ to QUB’s application for an institutional Gold
Award. Despite some excellent results at School level, Queen’s is left with questions to answer about why its programme

for change was not powerful enough to win the approval of the SWAN committee.
The application for Gold was the product of many months of work, by very many people across this University and the
exact reasons why the final submission failed to hit the mark are yet to be shared with this body of staff. Having said that,
we can be reasonably sure of some of them. Throughout the period of preparation for submission, UCU consistently
called for a series of significant changes that we, as a Union, felt would get to the heart of the existing inequalities in our
University and make it a more equal place to work. We recommended:


a wide-reaching and ambitious approach to resolving the gender pay gap, which is the largest in the sector at professorial level



the equality-proofing of Academic Standards, including the removal of Teaching Evaluation Question-

Conduct detailed exit interviews with all leavers
and listen carefully to the results, ensuring that
action is taken on all issues that lead to the loss of
staff.
Remove onerous business planning and bidding
procedures for the replacement of much-needed
staff, growth can only be considered once essential provision has been achieved.

UCU Officers

naires from personnel decision-making and the removal of individualised grant income targets. Evidence shows that both of these practices can result in
discrimination.


urgent action on progression, promotion and retention of staff, a challenge underlined by the number of
staff leaving Queen’s, the substantial standing vacan-

Appoint a VC and a Registrar who are qualified to
address the particular challenges that Queen’s
faces

cy rate and unacceptable levels of casualisation in our

Bold action is required and fast. The time to act is now
and while the end of an era is always also a time of
contemplation about what happened in the past, as a
University we need to seize the opportunity to make
Queen’s a great place to work as well as an excellent
university for students and research alike. Staff have
generously provided answers to the many questions
that plague this institution and will gladly help in
making the necessary changes. All that’s needed now
is a sign from the QUB leadership that they can deliver
the radical change required.

Unfortunately our proposals did not make the final cut.

workforce.

Whilst there is no doubt that important discussions were had about all these same issues in SWAN meetings, the final Action Plan submitted did not go far enough. Rather than removing Teaching Evaluation Questionnaires from personnel decision-making (at probation and promotion), Queen’s merely committed to ‘gender-proofing’ them, an action that is simultaneously impossible and of little use to the early career researcher at her probation panel meeting with scores under a
4. Similarly, on gender pay inequality, the Action Plan referenced a proposal that had been rejected by a majority of female professors after what was described as an ‘entirely inadequate’ consultation with management. On issue after issue,
senior members of our University did not listen carefully enough to staff – who had positive proposals to make, proposals
that might well have satisfied SWAN that Queen’s could be gold standard when it comes to equality.

Whilst this result is disappointing, it should not become disheartening. On the contrary, as a University we now have to
think big in terms of the changes we can make today for a more
equal workplace tomorrow. The proposals are still there, backed

by a weight of evidence, the only thing we are missing is the
guts to go all the way. If Queen’s can take radical steps on

Right: Leonie Hannan (UCU Equality)
and Tristan Sturm (UCU Secretary) at the
Belfast Rally for Choice, 14 October
2

equality issues, steps that change our sector for the better, then
we can earn that Gold Award and become

the ‘beacon of

achievement’ that Athena SWAN expects us to be.
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In response to the Pro-Chancellor
By a rank and file Queen’s
academic
It was a pleasant surprise to
open the recent email from the
Pro-Chancellor,
Dr
Stephen
Kingon, encouraging Queen’s
staff to suggest potential candidates for the position of Vice
Chancellor. In my three decades
at various universities, I have
never before seen such an offer
made to staff. It is very welcome
and in the same spirit of openness, I thought it might be an
idea to canvass colleagues for
their views of what qualities
they hope to find in the woman,
or man, who will be QUB’s next
Vice Chancellor. This is a brief
distillation of the main points
gleaned in those conversations.
Unsurprisingly, there has
been little difficulty in soliciting
opinion from a wide range of
academic colleagues and professional support staff. What have
my conversations with colleagues revealed about their
views? There is a broadly held
view that the appointment is of
major importance for Queen’s, in
what is a period of great uncertainty for both the higher education sector in general and for
Northern Ireland in particular.
Brexit is the most obvious challenge that faces us, but there are
also renewed debates about the
marketization of Universities
and student fees. The consensus
around the funding of higher education, manufactured in the
1990s and early 2000s, is crumbling rapidly. This development
puts university management in a
very different position – one that
will require fresh thinking. Vice
Chancellors find themselves at
the centre of this debate, with an
intense focus on the salaries and
benefits they receive. The next
Vice Chancellor can expect to
find herself/himself scrutinised
to an unprecedented extent. This
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scrutiny may well extend to the
recruitment process and the Pro
Chancellor’s email is, hopefully,
an early sign of a willingness to
act in a spirit of inclusivity when
making the appointment.
My colleagues are in little
doubt about the demands of the
role, articulating an awareness
that the blend of assets that create a successful vice-chancellor
is rarely found in one individual.
Articulacy, diplomacy, energy,
empathy, great intelligence, imagination, relevant experience,
shrewdness, a thick skin, and a
strong sense of humour are just
a few of the attributes that have
been mentioned in conversations
around campus. More specifically, there is a certainly a strong
appetite for a Vice Chancellor
who can create a broad consensus amongst staff around what
the University’s mission should
be. There is no doubt that staff
remain bruised following the
uncompromising approach to
individualised targets that have
loomed over the working lives of
all colleagues. The majority of
those I have spoken to feel that
they are counter-productive and,
for many, demoralising. We need
to look no further than the recent
heightened
resignation
rates of all categories of academic staff – from probationers
through to the most experienced
and garlanded professors – as
evidence of the damaging, unintended, consequences of the policy. To rectify this, the next Vice
Chancellor must be a consensus
builder who recognises the role
of genuine teamwork and strong
morale as a foundation stone for
long-term success across the
University.
In a changed political climate, in which support for the
marketization of Higher Education is now far from the consensus, the next Vice Chancellor
must be able articulate a sense of

the University’s mission in a language that expresses sentiments
of which we can all take a sense
of ownership. Staff appraisal
forms that encourage appraisers
to report a colleague’s resistance
to ‘change’ are far removed from
higher education’s fundamental
role in producing critical and
independent thinkers. Documents that refer to students as
‘units of resource’ dehumanise
the ideals for which Queen’s
stands. It is to be hoped that the
next Vice Chancellor will not be
an advocate of such hackneyed
language and approaches. Staff
here at Queen’s – and the watching Northern Ireland public –
expect inspiring discourse and a
perceptive outlook from the
leader of this prestigious institution.
She or he will also have to
enhance the achievements of the
late Professor Patrick Johnston.
Amongst his last initiatives was
the formulations of a scheme to
reduce the gender pay gap at
Queen’s. Professor Johnston’s
successor must build on the
foundations he laid in this area
and accelerate the resolution of
an issue that puts Queen’s at the
top of one table where none of us
want it to be ‘successful’.
Professor Kingon and his selection panel face a great challenge. They are to be congratulated in seeking input from rank
and file staff about the appointment of the new Vice Chancellor.
I am sure they have been receiving some excellent suggestions
and good advice on how to proceed and wish them well. This is
a great institution with excellent
staff, ready and willing to work
collaboratively with the new Vice
Chancellor to ensure that we
tackle the challenges that lay
ahead with imagination and resolve.

Pay Deductions for
Strikes
By Paul Hudson
On 24 May 2017 the Supreme Court
held that employers must calculate
pay on a daily basis over 365 days
unless the contract says something
different. This means that deductions for a one day strike should be
at 1/365 of annual salary if the contract does not specify days or hours
of work. With regards past strikes
by UCU, QUB and most universities
deducted pay at a much higher rate
such as 1/261. The Supreme Court
decision means that striking members in such institutions are due a
refund. The refund due is typically
about £50 for each day of strike, so
the matter is not trivial.
Queens UCU has taken this
matter up with the QUB management. The Supreme Court ruling can
be applied for six years back from
the judgement. There were all-day
strikes on 25 & 26 May 2016, 3 Dec
2013, 31 Oct 2013, 18 Jan 2012, 30
Nov 2011 and 21 & 24 Mar 2011.
Those in March 2011 took place
more than six years before the
judgement, but the deductions
would have been delayed and so
may be within the time limit. Please
check your old pay slips to see
what was deducted and when. We
hope that QUB management will
respond positively to our collective
claim for refunds. Otherwise we
have a model letter that you can
use for an individual claim. And if
that does not work there is the
Small Claims Court.
In February 2014 UCU held a
series of 2-hour strikes. QUB was
one of only a few universities that
deducted a full-day’s pay for twohour strikes. UCU regarded deducting more than 2-hour’s pay as
punishment for participating in
lawful industrial action and has
taken a test case in the Northern
Ireland courts. The last hearing was
on 21 July 2017.
The barrister for the University
said that, because of the strike, the

day’s duties were only partially performed that day, and so QUB was
entitled to deduct a day’s pay. The
UCU barrister said that there was
non-performance of duties for the 2
-hour strike, but for the rest of the
day the member was willing to perform full normal duties and, in fact,
had done so. There was no period of
partial performance, but a 2-hour
period of non-performance and for
the rest of the time there was a willingness to perform all normal duties. QUB was entitled to deduct for
the 2-hour non-performance of duties, but for the rest of the day the
member was entitled to be paid as
he was willing to work.
The UCU barrister also argued
that QUB management had considered a full day’s deduction or a 2hour deduction. By deciding to deduct for more than 2-hours they
were intending to punish members
for legal industrial action, and this
was an infringement of their Human
Rights. The QUB lawyer said that a
Human Rights claim was out of
time. The UCU lawyer said that the
judge should extend the deadline as
the member had filed a grievance,
but QUB had refused to follow the
individual grievance procedure, saying that it was a collective matter,
although there was no agreed collective grievance procedure.
After hearing more than two
hours of arguments the judge reserved her decision, which will be
announced soon. We cannot advance the matter of deductions for 2
-hour strikes until that judgement is
delivered, and then there may be an
appeal.

PENSION ACTION
by Paul Hudson

Virtually all academic and related staff in Queens are in the USS
pensions scheme and a new valuation could lead to a drastic cut in
the pension benefits that you earn in future. When you retire you
will have a much smaller pension than you were led to expect when
you were appointed. Many employers want to cut drastically the
benefits in the Defined Benefits section of USS or to close it altogether. Members would then have their future provision of pension
only or mainly through the Defined Contribution section of USS.
What pension this would earn is uncertain but it is likely to be reduced as the employers pay only 12% of salary into this as opposed
to the 18% they pay toward Defined Benefits. Because of the vagaries of the Stock Market, members will not know what their retirement income will be until the day that they retire. Female members
will be particularly badly hit.
USS proposes a valuation which shows a deficit of £5.1bn. But a
valuation on a Best Estimate basis (using the central estimate of
each of the parameters and not including any margin for
“Prudence”) shows SURPLUS of £8.3bn (13.7%) of assets. The difference between the two figures of £13.4bn is a measure of the
“Prudence” that USS proposes to apply. In its proposed 2017 valuation USS has removed some of the multiple layers of “Prudence”
assumptions used in 2014, but the outcome is still more “Prudent”
than in 2014. A small amount of prudence may be wise, but the USS
2017 proposals are recklessly prudent because of the implied consequences for staff and for employee relations.
USS is unique among pension schemes in inventing and applying
a “Test 1”. This limits the extra payments by employers should bad
financial developments occur, but it also requires a move to low risk
investments and results in a downward spiral with more cuts in
benefits. We believe that, without the move to low risk investments,
no benefit or contribution changes would be needed. This is supported by a cash flow analysis carried out for UCU by First Actuarial.
 USS is healthy, our investments are doing well and benefits can
be paid without selling assets.
 Despite a Best Estimate Surplus, USS propose a Deficit in order
to reduce risk for employers.
 The threatened benefits cuts are a result of proposed investment changes caused by Test 1.
 The employers could pay more, but little or no increase is
needed if Test 1 is dropped.
 We need to persuade USS to change the basis of their valuation especially by dropping Test 1.
Decisions on USS are taken at national level, but Queen’s UCU has
met with QUB management to persuade them not to support the
hawkish employers in UUK. A copy of our submission to them is on
our website. The QUB Pensions Officer listened sympathetically to
what we said. We asked to see a copy of what QUB would send in
response to the UUK survey of employers about USS, but we have
not seen a copy yet.
In order to apply pressure in national negotiations UCU held a
consultative ballot of its members in USS on possible industrial action. 86.6% of members who voted said they would be prepared to
take industrial action to defend USS pension benefits on a turnout of
55.8% of those eligible. The result showed the massive concern
about possible changes to USS. It should bring home to the employers that pension changes are not just a matter of excessive financial
“prudence” but have real impact on individuals, on staff morale and
on industrial relations. UCU General Secretary Sally Hunt said: “I
hope our ballot result concentrates the minds of your employers. All
we want is for them to stand up for staff and help us to protect your
interests in the fund rather than look away while benefits are cut. Be
in no doubt that I and colleagues will try to solve this difficult dispute but if we need to seek your support for action it is good to
know that you are with us in such large numbers.”
An emergency meeting between UCU and the employers takes
place this week. A Special Conference of UCU pre-92 branches will
be held in Manchester on 9th November to determine a response to
proposals made in respect of USS. Expect more information soon
after that.
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ACHT GAEILGE ANOIS
Language rights are human rights

By Feargal Mac Ionnrachtaigh

On the 20th of May this year, over 15,000 people marched
from the Cultúrlann in West Belfast’s Gaeltacht Quarter to
Belfast City Hall to demand a standalone Irish language act in
the north of Ireland. This colourful and vibrant rally was the
one of the largest seen in central Belfast for a generation
where thousands of those who have experienced marginalisation and discrimination for nothing more than wanting to live
their lives through Irish took the streets demanding long
overdue change. Among them were parents and pensioners,
children and young people, employed and unemployed, and
people with a broad range of opinions and views on many
different issues - but in the case of rights and protection for
the Irish language, they are of one voice: it’s time for the state
to act.
The Irish language has made it way to the very
centre of the political discourse in the north and
the emerging crisis at Stormont. Moreover, the
inaility to comperehensively deal with the
issue of Irish language rights has become a
major stumbling block and effectively a
‘red-line’ issue for some of the main
political parties that must be progressed
before the power-sharing insititutions can
be resurrected again. As one prominent
journalist described it, the Irish language and
the formal recognition of Irish identity in the
northern state has become ‘the new one-man, one
vote for the nationalist community’.
This wasn’t always the case, however, because this current
realpolitick has very much been the product of a very
powerful grassroots campaign from below where the Irish
language community has made its voice heard in a range of
protest actions and creative lobbying activities that
culimiated in the historic May rally.
The campaigning network An Dream Dearg were reformed
at the end of 2016 after a barrage of regressive decisions were
made by DUP ministers which saw the removal of the
language from government websites and the refusal of 5
succesive development proposals for Irish medium schools by
Department for Education Minister, Peter Weir.
In the aftermath of the RHI scandal, the removal of the
Líofa Gaeltacht bursuries by Department for Communities
Minister Paul Givan on the day before Christmas Eve
considerably exacerbated the developing political crisis and
became the straw that broke the camel’s back. Such was the
strength of the community response to the Líofa funding
removal that the grants were quickly restored but the damage

had been done and the genie was now out of the bottle with a
new generation radicalised.
The líofa crisis proved beyond any doubt that only
legislation and legal protection could prevent such
insititutional abuse of power and marginalisation in future.
An Dream Dearg thus, instensified its campaign and attracted
support for a standalone Irish language act from a significant
majority of stormont political parties and politicians. From
then on, the Irish language has been a constant on our
airwaves and TV stations as people and thereby the subject of
much misinformation and many misconceptions.
'An Ghaeilge' or Irish has been spoken for over 2,000 years
and represents the oldest written European language still in
modern, daily use. This priceless heritage has left an indelible
mark on our landscape, culture and people. Indeed, a
majority spoke Irish as their first language just over 150 years
ago.
Those who criticize the politicisation of the
language display little or no historical
understanding. The language has constituted
a political issue for centuries as the chief
cultural target in the conquest and
colonisation of Ireland. This cultural
imperialism found later expression in the
eighteenth-century Penal Laws and, from
the 1830's onwards, through the national
school system. The Great Hunger led to the
death of one million and emigration of a further
million Gaelic speakers in the late 1840's,
accelerating a demographic and cultural decline
unparalleled in European history. Despite this, commendable
and effective efforts were made to preserve our native
language and culture, from the Presbyterian-led movement of
the 18th century, to formation of Conradh na Gaeilge in 1893,
whose first President and many leading members were
protestant. These efforts undoubtedly bolstered the revival
and ensured the survival of the language.
Overcoming enormous challenges, a ‘hidden Ulster’
survived preserving millennia of shared linguistic tradition,
from the Glens Feis in 1904 to, after-partition, the formation
of Cumann Chluain Árd in 1936. Individuals and networks of
activists, from all persuasions, continued to organise classes
and to promote the language. Every summer, young people
would descend on Summer Gaeltacht Courses in Donegal, as
they do today. These labours eventually bore fruit in the late
1960s with the transformational, self-help project, The
Shaw's Road Gaeltacht. The efforts of these visionary
volunteers led to the development of Irish schools and
inspired a new vibrant generation of language revivalists.

Any minority community engaged in a struggle for rights
and recognition are quite consciously involved in ‘political
activism’. This doesn’t diminish or undermine them or their
campaign. As many language communities across Europe and
throughout the world will testify, it is the denial and disavowal of rights which is controversial and ‘political’ and not the
assertion of those rights. The right and opportunity to ‘learn
and use’ your native language, according to internationally
acclaimed language expert Fernand de Varennes, ‘flows from
a fundamental right and cannot to be considered as a special
concession or privileged treatment'.
So why do we need an Act? I could quote previous commitments, cite international examples, examine the history and
importance of the language as a central part of our cultural
heritage which has shaped our place names, surnames and
even how we speak English. However, the simplest and compelling reason to implement an act is that an Irish Language
community exists in the North. We are a community that
speak Irish, that fully support the development of adequate
resources for Irish, that learn about the world through Irish,
and we are a community that has underwent monumental
growth in the last few years (it is estimated that the 6,000
people who use the Irish medium education system in the
North will double in the next 7 years).
At present, this community has no legal protection in the
same way as Welsh speakers in Wales do, for example. Therefore, the state has the power to ignore the Irish Language
Community or to oppress it, and no legal mechanism exists to
address this. Painful experience has shown us time and again
that we can put no faith or trust in the good-will officials and
many of our elected politicians to do the right thing for the
language. We need a legislative framework that places clear,
unambiguous responsibilities on all government departments
and officials while removing any scope for petty political prejudices driving decision making. As the Justice Maguire recently noted in the Conradh na Gaeilge judicial Review victory at Belfast’s High Court, ‘political allegiance cannot be an
excuse for breaking the law’.
A Language Act is only one ‘pillar’ in the overall design of
language revitalisation. The Language Protocols launched in
Donostia last year and endorsed by over 200 language NGO’s
across Europe provide a glimpse of the ongoing struggles by
minority language communities to survive in the face of what
has been described by Philipson as ‘Linguistic Imperialism’ or
‘Linguicism’.
According to Michael Krauss’s (UN) estimates, 90% of the
world’s languages will be extinct by the end of this century.
When we have strong legislative measures in place to protect
the environment and wildlife can we not do the same for the
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greatest treasure of human cultural heritage? The protocols have been
designed and developed in consultation with minoritised language
communities as they understand what being on the receiving end of
language rights violations feels like, while also having an acutely practical appreciation for the specific measures required in order to
properly defend these same rights.
After three successive public consultation processes where
upwards of 90% of submissions articulated their clear support for an
Irish language act; over ten years after both goverments agreed to
enact and Irish language act in an international agreement at St
Andrews in 2006; and after many thousands have taken to the streets
demanding calling for this Act to be implemented; the time is now to
provide, protect and promote language rights for current and future
Irish speakers from all backgrounds in the north.
#AchtAnois

Pension Matters!

By Paul Hudson

When do you want to retire?
USS’s Normal Pension Age (at which one can receive full pension
benefits) is pegged to the State Pension Age. Due to increases in
life expectancy, the Government proposed a change on 19 July. The
State Pension Age should go up from 67 to 68 for people born between 1970 and 1978. There is no change in pension age for those
born on or before 5 April 1970. For those born between then and 5
April 1978, their current pension age is 67 and this will be increased on a sliding scale depending on their date of birth. For
those born after 6 April 1978 their State Pension Age (and Normal
Pension Age in USS) remains 68. For those affected by the change
the extra wait for their state pension and for their full USS pension is bad news, but it means a slight improvement in the deficit
of USS.
Of course, you have the choice of your retirement age, but if you
retire before your Normal Retirement Age some of your USS benefits will be actuarially reduced. This reduction could be as much as
4% per year early. When you are contemplating retirement you
can get an estimate from USS of what your pension would be for
any particular date of retirement. All this refers to your benefits
from the Defined Benefits section of USS. You may also have a pension pot built up in the “Investment Builder” part of USS. What
benefits this will buy you when you retire is in the lap of the gods.

Paying Extra into “Investment Builder”
Besides your standard deduction for your USS pension you have
the option of paying extra into an “Investment Builder”. This is an
individual pension pot and the key feature is that what you pay in
is matched (up to 1% of your salary) by your employer. There are
very few investments where the money automatically doubles on
entering your account as well as receiving any appreciation of the
investment, and tax relief. Few people have taken advantage of
this option. If you are interested but have not yet opted in, you
should quickly do so as this 2-for-1 offer is very likely to be terminated in the next year or so. You can opt out of this additional contribution at any time, but what has been invested can only be accessed according to the rules of the scheme and UK pensions law.

UCU Brexit Workgroup: A Report and some Ways Forward
By Ioannis Tsioulakis
Sixteen months have passed since the EU Membership Referendum in 2016, and UK residents are
none the wiser about what the process of exiting
the European Union will entail, or how their citizenship, rights, and economic conditions will be
transformed in the short or long term. This perpetuated uncertainty deeply affects University staff,
who, even in cases when they are not the most precarious of workers (when they have permanent, full
-time employment), find issues of residency and

working rights, as well as mobility and research
opportunities, tightly bound to the stakes of the
fragile negotiations between the UK government
and EU officials.
When the result became known, Queen’s University was quick to declare that it will strive to
ensure the continuity of EU research funding, as
well as to maintain the flow of students from continental Europe, but it has been worryingly reserved
when it comes to reassuring staff (domestic, EU, or
overseas) about their rights post-Brexit. In its ‘EU
Exit Institutional Position Paper’, the University’s
senior managers articulate the importance of EU
staff for the institution’s research and educational
environment, and ‘suggest the retention of the current rights for all current and future EU nationals at
the University’ (p.6), but express no commitment or
action plans to support their staff during the transitional period or thereafter (see also piece by Dagmar Schiek in our April 2017 Newsletter).
Following its commitment to develop campaigns on the ground and engage members in identifying and advancing collective causes, Queen’s
UCU initiated a ‘Brexit Workgroup’, which has been
meeting to discuss the challenges that colleagues
envisage in relation to the process of EU exit. We
made clear early on that this was not an ‘AntiBrexit’ group, insofar as neither UCU nationally nor
our members locally have a uniform view on the
UK’s membership in the EU. However, discussions

at the Workgroup revealed that the feeling of employment precariousness and the uncertainty about
working rights post-Brexit cut across political affiliations, nationalities, and seniority levels. Granted,
some working rights and conditions depend on the
transformation of labour legislation after the disentanglement from the EU, the nature of which will be
defined by political powers and campaigns well beyond this institution. Colleagues, however, identified some minimum actions that QUB could take, in
order to both improve the experiences of EU and
other international staff during this transitional
period, and show a commitment to supporting them
in the future.
The most pressing issue that emerged was the
inconsistency with which different units at QUB

deal with their employees’ visa, residency, and welfare access issues. Here the testimonies of overseas,
non-EU, academic and support staff were telling:
some had received sound advice and bureaucratic
support at School level, while others were not only
left unaided, but their units had not even afforded
them minimum workload flexibility while they were
dealing with such issues, for themselves or their
families. If the final removal of the UK from the EU
results in additional levels of bureaucracy, costs,
and requirements for EU staff in order to remain
and have the right to work in the UK, QUB will face
an increased volume of requests for assistance.
Therefore, as a minimum, Queen’s senior management needs to consider ways of improving the support that it provides to all international staff, and
ensuring the consistency of good practice across
units. Furthermore, the establishment of a robust,
central, international staff office, which could deal
with immigration issues for EU and overseas staff,
would help to streamline and solidify support.
As the largest HEI in the North of Ireland,
Queen’s holds a unique position when it comes to
the post-Brexit academic landscape. Its wellestablished connection with institutions across the
border, which will remain within EU funding and
mobility networks, could make it an attractive place
for leading academics in the UK and internationally.
This is imperative given the issues that QUB has
been facing with regards to recruiting and retaining
staff (see Editorial of this issue). In order for QUB

to make the most of its unique position after Brexit,
however, it needs to devise a strategy that will attract new (and retain existing) colleagues, at the
very least by remedying the low staff satisfaction
rates and committing to avoid any discrimination
against EU applicants or current employees.
When this workgroup was set up, we never envisaged that academic freedom might be a Brexitrelated concern. This week’s revelations, however,
that Tory whip Chris Heaton-Harris wrote to university Vice-Chancellors across the country to ask
them to identify staff who teach on Brexit and provide the relevant syllabi, gives a gruesome sneak
peek into the world of authoritarian dystopia that
some right-wing Eurosceptics are hoping to engineer. With regards to this sinister threat on educational autonomy, we welcome our Acting ViceChancellor’s response which refrained from engaging with the politician’s witch hunt. We further invite the institution’s senior management to keep in
close consultation with UCU and relevant academics
regarding efforts from power holders that seek to
manipulate or silence our teaching and research on
Brexit.
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