Queen’s University Branch

Issue 1 : May 2020

COVER STORY

STEPPING UP
TO MEET
THE CRISIS
PAGE 2

In This
Issue:

06

Switching
to Online
Teaching

08

COVID-19
Reveals Existing
Inequalities

12

Our
Four Legged
Heroes

ucuqub.org

One Union.
Two Strikes.
Five issues.
See the full video here:
https://assets.adobe.com/public/
a6f893e5-9ed6-48a8-5f8a-e22ad21cac11

Staff Go Above and Beyond
to Meet Challenges of COVID-19
But When Will the Good Will
Run Out?
STEPPING UP TO MEET THE CRISIS
On 13 March 2020, staff across the University spent
their last strike day at home to limit the spread of
COVID-19. This second round of industrial action in a
single academic year showed the solid commitment
to securing concessions from our employers on
rampant casualisation, inequality, stagnating pay,
excessive workloads and fair pensions. At the time,
there were reports that a student had already come
down with the virus and that measures were being
taken to track the contacts they had made since
returning to Queen’s. Despite school closures in the
Republic of Ireland, in mid-March it was still unclear
whether Queen’s would close its doors to contain
the spread of COVID-19.
When staff returned to their desks the following
week, things changed fast and, by Wednesday 18
March, the vast majority found themselves working
from home. Less than a week later, in many cases
they were doing so with children home from school,
creches closed and elderly relatives to support.
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Considering these circumstances of global pandemic,
risk of sickness, new responsibilities to care for
children, to home school and to support other
vulnerable people within the context of an unresolved
dispute between staff and senior management, what
happened next is astonishing.
Instead of rigidly observing action short of a
strike, staff went above and beyond to deliver
what Queen’s University needed in this moment
of crisis. We moved all of our teaching and
assessment online, we transformed administrative
activity to meet the needs of the emergency,
we had conversation after conversation with
students who were struggling, and we did all of
this on often inadequate equipment, over a slow
internet connection and seated on the edge of
the kitchen table amidst the mayhem of childcare.
We continued to do all of this, despite our worries
about loved ones with underlying health conditions,
whilst adapting to the logistics of supporting others
without putting them at risk, and in the context of
supermarket shortages of necessary products.
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EXACERBATING THE
PRECARIOUSNESS OF STAFF

Warm words of thanks came from the top. Messages
from many line managers suggested that Queen’s
was committed to flexibility for those with caring
responsibilities, and the Vice-Chancellor assured us
that the wellbeing of staff was the top priority and
there was no expectation that University business
would continue as usual.

How long can crisis
mode be sustained?

But questions remained:
How long can crisis mode be sustained?
How long before staff goodwill runs out?

How long before staff
goodwill runs out?

WORKING FROM HOME
With little time to plan, staff have had to setup their offices at home. While some welcomed
the opportunity to work from the comfort of
their houses, others faced significant challenges.
Considering that the campus will not resume normal
operation in the upcoming weeks, proper attention
should now be given to making homes safe and
functional places of work. We now need to check that
the short-term solutions we all had to find in the rush
are suitable in the long-term, and raise any need to
make necessary adjustments with our line managers.
In many cases, this will mean the University procuring
suitable equipment for home use. For instance,
many will need a printer or a scanner to reduce the
hazards of increased screen time. Others will need an
appropriate chair that does not cause backache.

RADICAL CHANGES
TO WORKING LIVES
It is worth describing what these radical changes
to working lives have meant for people. Brought
in incredibly quickly to meet immediate need, it is
only now that the full ramifications are becoming
apparent. However, many decisions that will affect
our working lives for two years or more are yet to be
finalised and it is now that we need to consider them
very carefully. The toxic combination of increased
workload, caring responsibilities, illness, bereavement,
stress and financial insecurity, place large numbers
of Queen’s staff on a path to burnout if decisions do
not prioritise reducing staff workload and maintaining
flexibility. If forward planning expects staff to fully
meet the business needs of the University, the longterm damage will be far-reaching and costly to the
University, as well as the individual.
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STEEPLY RISING WORKLOADS IN THE
CONTEXT OF REDUCED CAPACITY
As of 2018, 44% of Queen’s staff had dependants,
but many more have been added to this category, as
staff have taken on new responsibilities to previously
healthy or independent vulnerable relations. It
would not be an exaggeration to assume that under
these conditions, a majority of staff are working
at reduced capacity; in many cases having only
very few uninterrupted hours to concentrate on
their work. Now the University is planning for the
medium- and long-term, this reduction in capacity
must be a primary consideration when decisions are
made that affect workload. If not, it won’t just be
research and publication that go by the wayside, but
the mental and physical health of large numbers of
the same people that Queen’s will need to re-build
the University in a post-COVID higher education
landscape.
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Queen’s Management has yet to provide reassurances
that no staff member will suffer any detriment due
to the pandemic. Staff on fixed-term contracts
need to know that their valuable contribution to
the University is reciprocated, and their continued
employment is guaranteed in a labour market,
which is currently extremely volatile. The continued
employment of staff on external contracts, such as
teaching assistants and demonstrators, also needs
to be secured through an acceleration of the plan
to integrate these roles into regular employment.
In this time of crisis, when the value of staff is all
too clear, we should expect swift action to secure
decent contracts for precarious colleagues. Under
no circumstances should staff be pressured to take
unpaid leave if they cannot perform their jobs,
meet their role demands, or for any other reason.

CRISIS MODE IN THE LONGER-TERM
IS UNSUSTAINABLE
There is a fork in the road for Senior Management. As
immediate crisis gives way to longer-term planning,
they can continue as if workload and stress are
secondary to the business needs of the University, or
they can make the health and wellbeing of staff the
core of their planning. There is goodwill here – this
has been clearly demonstrated over recent weeks.
However, if Management fails to act to rationalise
workloads, attend to inequalities exacerbated by
the crisis and consider the severe financial strain on
many households – staff will see all the issues they
cared passionately enough about to take 22 days of
strike action this year alone, disregarded. Hopefully,
the Vice-Chancellor will honour his commitment
to accept the difficult circumstances in which most
staff now operate, and to ensure that flexibility,
understanding and trust are the priorities of all line
management.

DUTY OF CARE TO STAFF
We are all coming to realise that society in general
will need to readjust to living and operating with
this pandemic for months to come. It is therefore
extremely important that Management and the
Union work together to assure that the University
will be able to continue delivering the high level of
teaching and research the public expect it to deliver.
At the same time, Senior Management has a duty of
care towards Queen’s staff. The continued smooth
operation of the University is therefore dependent
on it acting as a responsible employer, and on
guaranteeing that its expectations of staff
are sustainable in the months and years ahead.
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Switching to Online Teaching:

What Should We Expect
from Management
By Merav Amir UCU Branch President
STAFF AUTONOMY

The abrupt cessation of face-to-face teaching in March led to teaching staff
adjusting the delivery of teaching and assessment to online platforms within an
exceptionally tight timeframe. Under these unprecedented circumstances, staff
had to provide solutions and quickly. While for some this has been a relatively
smooth transition, many others have found it challenging. As Queen’s is preparing
to resume teaching in September, it seems likely that much of that teaching will
be delivered through online platforms, at least initially. Moving long-established,
face-to-face teaching to online or blended learning, has significant implications.
Here is the UCU perspective on what would need to be addressed
to ensure the health and wellbeing of staff:
RISK ASSESSMENT

INCREASING TEACHING RESOURCES

When introducing new technologies, the University
is legally required to conduct a full risk assessment.
Additionally, as a major change to working conditions,
switching to online teaching needs to be subjected
to equality screening before it is implemented. Most
significantly, assessing the risk associated with these
changes would also need to evaluate the workload
and equality implications.

As colleagues in the Open University can attest,
online teaching demands much more preparation
time. To achieve this additional work, teaching
workloads should be mitigated through an investment
in teaching staff. Since it is not reasonable to expect
the University to hire full-time staff under these
circumstances, this support should come in the form
of recruiting teaching fellows from the ranks of active
teaching assistants and PDRs.

ENHANCED TEACHING PROVISION
As Paul Hudson’s piece in this newsletter clearly
demonstrates, the University is expected to face
significant financial challenges. Indeed, staff have
proven they are well aware of these difficulties and
that they are keen to do what they can to keep the
University operational. Yet, expecting teaching staff
to absorb the additional time investment needed to
adjust their teaching to online platforms might prove
to be unsustainable in the long-term. Queen’s would
therefore need to enhance its teaching capacity,
in order to guarantee the sustainability of this new
way of teaching.
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Budgets should also be allocated for extending the
teaching support of demonstrators and teaching
assistants. This would mean that the restrictions
which currently apply for the type and extent of
teaching and marking which such staff can perform
(as set out in the Teaching Support Framework)
should be relaxed. Additionally, much more
administrative and technical support needs to
be provided to teaching staff. All Schools should
have dedicated full-time online teaching support
officers. Staff would also need to have access to
the appropriate training for teaching online.
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We also expect University Management to provide
additional reassurances to teaching staff. All teaching
staff should have full autonomy for deciding on
the most appropriate methods of delivery of their
teaching. Online teaching may take different forms,
including live or recorded lectures, annotated
presentations, online discussion forums or use of
diverse teaching materials. Decisions regarding the
most suitable format for the delivery of any material
is the prerogative of the individual staff member.

CONTENT OWNERSHIP
Similarly, staff should be granted full ownership of
the content and performance of any and all of the
materials they have developed and shared. Providing
this ownership will assure that staff will afford the
best teaching experience to their students, without
having to worry about it being used without
their permission.

LONG-TERM ONLINE
TEACHING METHODS
While this crisis offers an opportunity to explore new
methods for teaching, we should not expect the
solutions that staff find now to be the optimal ones
in the long-term. Developing high-quality, interactive
online teaching is a learning process that requires
significant time and investment under even the most
favourable of circumstances. The commitment of
staff to provide the best possible learning experience
for students notwithstanding, none of the adopted
teaching arrangements should be automatically
maintained once the crisis is over. They would all
need to be reviewed and re-evaluated once normal
operation is resumed.

SUSPENSION OF STUDENT
TEACHING EVALUATIONS
We have been informed that all student teaching
evaluations are suspended for the current academic
year. Receiving feedback from students is a
valuable tool for evaluating the student experience,
particularly after introducing new teaching methods.
However, given the steep learning curve that these
adjustments demand, such feedback from students
should not be used in decision-making processes
regarding individual staff members, such as probation,
progression or performance management in any
other form.

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS
Similarly, given the prioritisation of teaching in this
extended period, all research-active staff who are also
involved in teaching should be given a guarantee that
their progression will not be negatively affected due
to their reduced capacity to conduct research at
this time.

WORKLOAD DISTRIBUTION
Finally, while all staff have risen to the occasion,
the workload associated with dealing with teachingrelated changes is not distributed equally across all
staff. We have received an acknowledgement from
Queen’s management that they are very aware
that staff who are in positions of teaching-related
leadership, such as Directors of Education, Heads
of Disciplines, Programme Directors or Pathway
Coordinators have been disproportionally affected,
and have had to deal with a sharp increase in
the demands on their time. We have requested
that the extraordinary effort that such staff have
demonstrated over the last few weeks, and that
would be asked of them in upcoming months, would
be rewarded accordingly. Such staff should be
granted extended leave once we emerge from this
crisis, and should be rewarded for their exceptional
contribution to the University in this time of need.
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At national level, UCU commissioned a report from
London Economics Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic
on University Finances, which was published on 24
April 2020. The full report is available via a link in the
latest email to members by Jo Grady, UCU General
Secretary. The Report looks at the finances of 125
UK institutions and the impact upon them of the loss
of student numbers. It uses data about how student
numbers decline with a reduction in GDP of their
country, although the likely impact of Covid-19 is
unprecedented. It also makes assumptions about how
successful UK institutions are in attracting domestic
students from lower ranking institutions. If no
government support is given and institutions cut their
expenditure to match their loss of income, the Report
estimates the loss of jobs.

Implications of COVID-19
on Queen’s Income and
Student Numbers

On a national level the
Reports main findings are:

By Paul Hudson UCU Pensions Officer

• those 30,000 higher education job
losses would be compounded by another
30,000 jobs lost elsewhere in the
economy, making 60,000 in total

In the 2018-19 financial year tuition fee income
generated by Queen’s international students
was £35.8M, which was 9.6% of Queen’s total
income. For universities similar to Queen’s,
the figures for non-EU students were typically
around £100M and about 20%. So, for a loss
of overseas students, Queen’s is in a less bad
position than most similar institutions.
Estimates for the current financial year were
made in February 2020 before the impact of the
pandemic, and a revised Operating Surplus of
£11.1M was projected. The Total Reserves were
estimated as £538.5M, of which £468.8M are
unrestricted. Cash and Cash Equivalents at
31 July 2020 were estimated to be £54.9M.
Obviously, the impact of the virus will greatly change
the figures and that is work in progress. Because
of our strong financial reserves and low borrowing,
Queen’s is better able to withstand a major loss of
Overseas Student income than most institutions.
There are other financial effects, such as the loss of
conference income and accommodation rental and
lower investment earnings. The latest estimate of the
total loss of income is between £34M and £68M.
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Home Student numbers could also be affected by
the Pandemic. Queen’s and Ulster University have
a cap on the number of Home Students they can
admit, while GB universities have no such cap.
GB universities will try to compensate for the loss
of overseas students by strongly increasing their
recruitment of UK students, including those from
Northern Ireland. Since we are oversubscribed in
normal times, we should still be able to fill our Home
Student places, although the qualifications of the
students might be lower. However, if the crisis form
of teaching and the restrictions on student social
life seem likely to continue into the new academic
year, many new potential students may decide to
take a gap year and defer their entrance to Queen’s.
On the other hand, the temporary lack of career
opportunities may make student life more attractive.
This may result in more of this year’s graduates
continuing on in Postgraduate study. The general
economic decline will lead to a loss of part-time
students, as they cannot spare money for the fees.
For a more detailed analysis of the problem, refer to
The Report of the Planning and Finance Committee
dated 1 April 2020.
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• the sector is expected to lose around
£2.5bn in tuition fee income in the coming
year, largely as a result of international
students deferring or cancelling their plans
to study here
• there could be as many as 30,000 jobs cut
within the sector if no action is taken to
mitigate the damage and protect staff

• the overall cost to the UK will be more
than £6bn

The economic consequences of the pandemic will not
be distributed equally, however. Wealthy institutions
that could draw on their reserves to weather the
storm are instead trying to pass on the damage to
other parts of the sector. We can see this in the
package of measures proposed by Universities UK
which the Report shows would only shift the worst
effects to smaller, poorer institutions.

The Report contains some predictions
for the Northern Ireland Region
(ie Queen’s and Ulster University combined):
• Decline in first year students:
UK 3,005, EU 600, Non-EU 1,010
• Decline in Income: Tuition Fees: £21M
and Teaching Grants £9M
However, the Report does not appear to take into
account the special circumstances of Northern
Ireland. If no Government support is given to the
Universities, the cut in staff (in headcount), assuming
that the estimated decline in income is matched
by a cut in expenditure, is predicted to be 380. We
must emphasise that Queen’s management has not
approached the Trade Unions about a cut in staff, and
that Queen’s has ample financial reserves to make
hasty decisions unnecessary. However, you can see
the need for Government support and we urge you
to use the template letter in Jo Grady’s email to write
to your MP, your MLA and any other politicians that
you know.
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Meetings Continue on
JEP2 and the USS Valuation
By Paul Hudson UCU Pensions Officer
The Second Report of the Joint
Expert Panel set up by UCU and UUK
to advise on the USS pension scheme
was published on 13 December 2019.
The 122 page report is available at:

The aim of these recommendations is to encourage
understanding and agreement between the various
stakeholders: UCU, the Employers, USS management,
the Trustee Board and the Pensions Regulator. At
present there is disagreement and distrust between
many of these.

https://ussjep.orgw.uk/files/2019/12/
JEP2-Final-Report.pdf

The Expert Panel strongly urge the adoption of a
Dual Discount Rate for pre- and post-retirement in
the valuation methodology. About half of Defined
Benefit Schemes use this approach and it should be
acceptable to the Pension Regulator. This method
is to split the valuation into two components: the
discount rate applied during retirement years and the
discount rate applied during the years pre-retirement.
The former could be valued on the basis of a low
risk portfolio that has a high probability of securing
the benefits while the latter could be valued on the
basis of a return-seeking portfolio. The investment
policy would depend upon the number of pre- and
post-retirement members. For retired members assets
would more closely match the liabilities, while the
opportunities for investment growth are maximised
and facilitated by exploiting the long time horizon
of those in the pre-retirement phase. This should
produce a more robust and stable result in terms
of measuring the liabilities and calculating
contribution rates.

The overriding theme of this report is that the
valuation, whilst important, is only one part of the
overall stewardship of the Scheme. Of much greater
importance is the process that underpins the valuation
and the governance of the Scheme itself. It is these
that drive the culture and tone of the interaction
between the Stakeholders, and therefore, the way in
which the valuation is conducted, and its outcome
enacted. Currently in USS, it appears to be the other
way around: the valuation and its methodology drive
all else.

The Panel’s report makes a series
of recommendations covering the
governance of the Scheme:
• the establishment of a new, jointly
agreed purpose statement and
shared valuation principles
• creation of a series of joint bodies
within USS including a valuation
forum and a high-level joint union/
employer steering committee to
agree issues relating to the future
direction of the Scheme
• improvements to the operation of
the Joint Negotiating Committee
which comprises UCU and UUK
representatives
• agreement to a more appropriate
valuation methodology driven by
the agreed purpose of the scheme
and a re-articulation of the
Trustee’s, employers’ and
employees’ risk appetites
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The effect of using a Dual Discount Rate depends
upon the figures used for the rates, but, compared
to the present valuation method, it is likely to lead
to some reduction in the deficit and a lower future
service rate. The 2018 Valuation is over (although
not the dispute over sharing contributions between
the employers and members!), but a Dual Discount
Rate could be used in the 2020 Valuation.
In light of the need to complete the 2020 actuarial
valuation, the Panel strongly encourages UCU and
UUK to work urgently with the Trustee (and –
together – engage TPR) to commence this work.
Meetings have been taking place since January and are
reported at https://ussjep.org.uk Representatives
of UCU, Universities UK and USS attend, and they are
chaired by the chair of the USS Joint Expert Panel
(JEP) Joanne Segars. UCU General Secretary Jo Grady
leads on behalf of the Union and Chief Executive
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COVID-19 Reveals
Existing Inequalities
Alistair Jarvis leads for UUK. USS Group Chief
Executive Bill Galvin also attends, along with
a representative from the USS Trustee Board.
These meetings are on the long-term future of
USS, but before each meeting UCU and UUK
discuss the current industrial dispute. The later
discussions are regularly reported on in emails
from Jo Brady, UCU General Secretary.
UUK surveyed the employers about their
support for JEP2 Report. On 24 February,
Queen’s UCU met with QUB management
to discuss their response. There was broad
agreement on both sides on the proposed
reforms of the governance of USS and
strong support for the use of a Dual Discount
Rate. We agreed that the necessary rule
changes ought to be made in time for the
Dual Discount Rate to be used in the April
2020 Valuation. I believe that there is similar
agreement in many institutions.
The Employers have been informally
consulted by USS about the methodology to
be used in the 2020 Valuation. On 31 March,
Queen’s UCU had a virtual meeting with
QUB management to discuss their response.
We all had reservations about the valuation
going ahead when the Stock Market was in an
atypical state and we hoped that USS would
amend the valuation when the Stock Market
had settled down. We agreed that everything
should be done to maintain a ‘Strong’
Covenant and to extend the covenant horizon
to 30 years. We also agreed that universities
are long-lived institutions and pensions
are paid over a large number of years, so a
long-term outlook is appropriate. The demise
of Test 1 was welcomed. QUB management
said that it was impossible to give a figure for
their Risk Appetite. For any particular value
it was necessary to see the consequences for
Employer and Member contribution rates or
possible cut in Benefits. Only then could the
risk of a backlash from current and potential
members of USS be weighed against the
financial risk.
The closing date for the consultation is 27
April and we await the outcome.” by “We have
seen the University’s response to the USS
consultation, and it is in line with the views
expressed by Queen’s UCU.

By Leonie Hannan
UCU Equality Officer
While the plight of the wealthy and powerful
victims of the Covid-19 virus has been covered
extensively by the media, it is abundantly clear
that the most marginalised groups in our society
suffer the most from its impact.
Beyond the frightening forecasts for this pandemic’s
effects on developing nations, the devastating levels
of inequality in our own society are being laid bare by
the crisis. It is those workers with rent, rather than a
mortgage to pay, those on low pay with little to tide
them over in a period of lost income, those whose
family members are frontline workers, those who
have caring responsibilities and those who carry out
those responsibilities alone, who face serious risk to
their health, finances, housing and wellbeing. While
some of the poorest have been taken off the streets
and placed in temporary accommodation, others
will be made homeless by their landlords during this
lockdown. Many more will be using food banks
to get by.
BALANCING WORK AND HOME
AMIDST THE PANDEMIC
At Queen’s, many of us feel very fortunate as
employees, but we can still see the very heavy
burdens some of our colleagues will bear as the
lockdown continues. Academic Twitter is alive with
the question of kids versus no kids, over-burdened
parents juggling work and home-schooling, imagining
the pool of secluded calm in their colleagues’ homes.
Clearly, women will be more seriously affected by
caring responsibilities than men. In many cases, the
disadvantages brought by this pandemic – whether in
terms of cash or career progression – will dog them
for years. In these circumstances of severely reduced
capacity, it is important that line managers trust staff
to do what they can, and expect no more. A failure to
drop habits of performance management will result in
disadvantaged categories of staff paying the price for
a problem that should have been fairly shared. Those
least able to withstand pressure will bear the brunt
of it.
In the coming days, weeks and months, it will
be important for Senior Managers to show
their commitment to equality in the workplace
by ensuring that pressure to perform the
impossible does not fall on those least able
to take its weight.
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‘New Decade,
New Approach’
is History
By Paul Hudson UCU Pensions Officer
The document that enticed Northern Ireland politicians to
form an Executive, contained a large number of aspirations
and promises of relevance to Higher Education. If you want a
list of them, you can get one from paul2hudson@hotmail.co.uk.
The Westminster funding was far less than what the new
NI Executive believed it needed. So, the promises made in
the document cannot be kept unless the NI Executive changes
its expenditure priorities and its revenue-raising policies. With
the Corona Virus expenditure completely swamping NI finances,
don’t hold your breath!

Four-legged
Heroes Patrol
the Picket Line
Strike supporter and rescue dog, Lila,
stood loyal with her owner’s father on
the front line throughout the latest strike
action. Hand-picked by Minnie McGowan
from Assisi two-and-a-half years ago, Lila
continues her support for the cause from
the warmer confines of her bed basket!
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