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UCU at Ulster June 2015 

It has been quite a year for UCU nationally and at Ulster. 
As we face an uncertain and stressful time ahead, it is 
important not only to consider the challenges facing us 
but also to acknowledge significant national and local 
achievements.  

The UCU at Ulster committee hopes that as many 
members as possible will join us at the AGM on Friday 
26th June at 1pm (in Belfast 82C05, Jordanstown  8H09, 
Magee MD122 and Coleraine H215) to reflect on the 
year gone by, plan for the year ahead, and get more 
involved if you would like to.  

There is strength in union: all staff share in union gains, 
and the more people stand together as union members 
and get involved, the stronger the union will be.  

 

STANDING TOGETHER 

NATIONALLY 

Pay 

In 2014-15, UCU along with the combined HE sector 
trade unions achieved a pay settlement of 2% for all 
staff, with additional increases for lower paid staff to 
ensure all HE staff earn a living wage. Whilst this is far 
from ideal when considered in relation to cumulative 
real terms pay cuts over the last number of years, it is 
an improvement on the employers’ initial offer which 
would not have been achieved without our members’ 
action.  

Crucially, UCU have continued to maintain national 
bargaining to ensure staff are paid the same across the 
sector, and we continue to stand alongside our sister 
trade unions across HE, to ensure that our institutions 
are viewed holistically, with academic, academic-
related, support and technical staff fairly paid on a 
single pay spine.   

This year’s pay negotiations are on going, with the 
employers continuing to offer 1% (with a slightly higher 
offer for the lowest grades). At national level, UCU has 
advised members to reject this offer and to continue 
campaign for a better deal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pensions 

On pensions, too, whilst the final position that is 
currently being consulted on is far from ideal, it is 
significantly better than it would have been on accrual 
rates, employers’ contributions, and pensions 
protection for workers nearing retirement than it would 
have been without our negotiators’ strength and skill 
and our members’ willingness to take action. Once the 
results of the consultation have been reported, we shall 
provide a more detailed update of the final position.  

STANDING TOGETHER LOCALLY 

Probations successes 

This year UCU at Ulster became aware of a number of 
members whose probations had not been signed off 
despite them fulfilling all the terms of their contract and 
probation period, and despite in many cases their 
attempts to rectify the situation. The agreement to work 
a probationary period works both ways, and it was 
unacceptable for management not to hold to their side 
of the agreement, not to mention the considerable 
stress this was putting on colleagues in what is already 
an insecure time in our sector.  

UCU at Ulster contacted members to ascertain the scale 
of the problem, and raised the issue with management. 
This resulted in out-standing probation forms, for UCU 
members and non-members, being speedily processed 
and the staff concerned confirmed in their positions. We 
believe the overall situation to now be rectified, but 
please get in touch with us if you are currently facing 
any delay on the processing of your probation.  

DAR successes and performance management 
concerns 

This year UCU at Ulster became aware of members in 
some areas not having had a DAR meeting for several 
years (and in a few cases never) despite requesting one. 
 
The University document outlining the DAR process 
states that a review for each staff member must be 
carried out ‘at least once every two years’ and that the 
process ‘is compulsory for all staff’.  Failure of an 
employee to engage in the process would not be 
accepted by a line manager, and likewise it is 
unacceptable that some line managers were failing both 
in their adherence to university procedures and in their 
duty of care to the staff they manage. The ‘spirit’ of the 
DAR process is expressed as collaborative and 
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proactive, and its purpose as ‘to develop, support and 
motivate all staff to be the best they can be and to gain 
all the relevant skills necessary to fulfil all aspects of 
their role and development within the University of 
Ulster.’ Not enabling staff to do this affects both their 
prospects and their wellbeing.  
 
Having raised the issue with management, we have 
succeeded in DARs being implemented in several 
schools where they were not previously happening.   
 
More recently, we have been made aware of members 
in a number of areas being asked to fill out school or 
faculty specific documentation in addition to the DAR 
form, either as part of the DAR process or separately. 
The DAR process was negotiated and agreed with the 
trade unions, and any additions or amendments to it 
must be likewise negotiated and agreed. These ad hoc 
performance management systems have been 
introduced without negotiation and we have challenged 
their use with management.  
 
Please get in touch if you have any concerns about the 
DAR process or additional performance management 
processes in your area.   
 
Workload parity and transparency successes 
 
The issue of stress in higher education is well 
documented by stress surveys nationally and locally, 
with both the level of stress and how often employees 
feel stressed rising with each new survey. In the latest 
UCU survey, two of the biggest ‘wellbeing gaps’ 
(according to the Health and Safety Executive’s stressor 
categories) are role clarity and management support. It 
is no surprise, then, that one of the key issues for UCU 
locally over the past year has been problems around 
parity and transparency in workloads. In several areas 
UCU has succeeded in having line managers revisit 
these and communicate more clearly and engagingly 
with staff. If you have concerns around this issue in 
your own area, please get in touch.  

Campaign to Save Housing Management Degree at 
Ulster 

A campaign with more than 100 supporters has been 
set up to save the Housing Management degree in 
Jordanstown. BSc Housing Management was a casualty 
when Ulster management announced in February 2015 
that it was axing more than 50 undergraduate courses. 
Campaigners who include students, former students 
and staff from local housing organisations are 
petitioning the Chair of Council to ask the university to 
reconsider.    

Noting that the course has provided graduates with 
‘professional skills for professional life’ allowing them 
to make a ‘real difference’ to society, supporters find it 
‘perplexing’ that the university is cutting a course with 
excellent placement and employment prospects in a 
financial climate that is making its graduates’ skills 
more important than ever. 
 
The course has guaranteed one year salaried placements in 

leading housing organisations across the UK and Ireland as 

part of its employability package. Ironically one member of 

staff recently won a UK wide award for outstanding 

contribution to undergraduate employment at the very time 

the course was closed without consultation.  

  

Supporters of the campaign say the closure raises questions 

not only for Ulster staff and students but also for the 
local community ‘particularly at time when the “Homes 
for Britain” Campaign and the All Party Group on 
Housing in Northern Ireland are focusing all their 
efforts on delivering more homes and improved housing 
outcomes for those in urgent need’, and we are seeing 
massive investment in social housing in RoI. Housing 
organisations across the UK and Ireland  have stated that 

they have been relying on continued graduate recruitment 

from this course, particularly given there is a major 

shortage of young people working in the sector. Lack of 

good housing and tenancy support is linked to poor 

physical and mental health, risk of suicide, lack of 

educational attainment and employment opportunities. The 

continuation of the Housing degree at Ulster is thus crucial 

if we are to support the most vulnerable in society.  

To find out more or to support the campaign go to 
#SaveHMDegreeUU 

To sign the petition go to: 
https://www.change.org/p/gerry-mallon-chair-of-
council-office-of-the-university-secretary-save-the-bsc-
honours-housing-management-with-dis-in-uuj 

Individual cases 

As always UCU at Ulster has been working with 
individual members who have sought support for issues 
relating to their working conditions. This year we have 
represented twelve members in formal cases, and 
provided advice for a great many more that has often 
resulted in improvements in their situations. Please get 
in touch at any time with any query or concern you 
have. We’ll advise if we can, and draw on regional and 
national expertise and support where necessary.  
 
 

 

https://www.change.org/p/gerry-mallon-chair-of-council-office-of-the-university-secretary-save-the-bsc-honours-housing-management-with-dis-in-uuj
https://www.change.org/p/gerry-mallon-chair-of-council-office-of-the-university-secretary-save-the-bsc-honours-housing-management-with-dis-in-uuj
https://www.change.org/p/gerry-mallon-chair-of-council-office-of-the-university-secretary-save-the-bsc-honours-housing-management-with-dis-in-uuj


www.ucu.org.uk 
 

3 

Disability rights success 

Restructuring and redundancies are a time of great 
uncertainty for us all; for someone with a significant 
disability these times are extra worrying. During the 
last round of restructuring, one disabled member came 
to UCU, concerned they would not be treated fairly in 
the course of the restructuring. This member was the 
only person in their Department left without a job; to 
make matters worse, no reasonable adjustments had 
been made available in the course of the interviews for 
jobs in the new structure. UCU robustly defended our 
member’s right to be given a level playing field in this 
situation, including initiating proceedings with an 
employment tribunal. The union succeeded in ensuring 
the member was offered a permanent post and was 
compensated for distress. HR also agreed that all 
managers would get training in their duties under the 
Disability Discrimination Act.  

 

STANDING TOGETHER TO FACE THE 

CUTS 
 
Ulster staff and students face uncertain and difficult 
times ahead – every member will be aware that the Vice 
Chancellor has recently announced plans for the loss of 
210 staff jobs and 1200 student places.  

UCU at Ulster continues to work, as far as we are 
enabled, to ensure the budget cuts are dealt with fairly 
and transparently, with our key aim being avoidance of 
compulsory redundancies. We would urge members to 
get actively involved in helping us do this, and we would 
encourage non-members to join, not only because union 
membership will protect you, but also because everyone 
gains from union successes, and every new member 
makes the union stronger.  

Throughout this year UCU at Ulster has been proactive 
in facing the cuts, as well as being clear that they are but 
the latest and largest round of ongoing cuts – there have 
been fewer and fewer staff doing more and more work 
for several years now.  

Back in November, we set up a meeting, along with our 
colleagues in UCU at Queens, with DEL committee 
representatives at Stormont. At this productive meeting 
we raised a number of concerns including student 
experience, threats to widening access, the loss of 
students to GB, the effect on the economy of the 
reduction in spending power of staff and students and 
loss of investment that would follow a reduction in the 
skills of the workforce, and university capacity.  

Meanwhile back at Ulster, we were angered to hear of 
the closure of a number of courses via the media rather 

than directly from management. This was despite our 
initiation of regular meetings with the then VC, Richard 
Barnett, aimed at ensuring open communication 
between unions and management and a collaborative 
approach to challenging the higher education cuts.  We 
were disappointed yet again, when the trade unions got 
the information about the latest cuts to staff jobs and 
student places just half an hour before all staff did.  

Be reassured, however, that management have a legal 
responsibility to consult with the trade unions on ways 
of:  

 Avoiding the dismissals 

 Reducing the numbers of staff to be dismissed 
and 

 Mitigating the consequences of the dismissals. 

And we are very clear that we shall hold management to 
such consultation. It would, of course, be best practice 
for all staff to be involved in discussions around how to 
face the cuts, not just the trade unions, and UCU will 
push for that as far as possible.    

Our priorities in negotiating with management are: 

 Avoidance of compulsory redundancies 

 A deal at least equivalent to that offered in QUB 
for any staff who choose to accept voluntary 
redundancy 

We will also remind management of their legal 
responsibility to ensure that members facing possible 
redundancy are given paid time off to seek alternative 
employment or to make arrangements for training for 
future employment. 

STANDING TOGETHER ON 
EQUALITY 

When it comes to equality, it’s difficult to avoid feeling 
that our society falls short of minimum standards. 
Equality should be a basic fact of life, not a hard-won 
goal pursued through court cases and culture wars. 
  
The Asher’s case, the threats to the Human Rights Act, 
and the increasingly anomalous absence of a marriage 
equality act all point to the work that must be done to 
make this a genuinely equal and inclusive society. As 
one Ulster researcher recently wrote, ‘The inequality 
that continues to exist in NI is not only illogical but it is 
linked to a broader problem of marginalisation and 
disconnectedness for minority groups’, and has 
‘profound implications for our mental health as a 
population’. 
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There is, as researchers from the University of 
Huddersfield argue ‘a need to adopt more proactive and 
strident approaches to countering racism and other 
forms of bigotry and discrimination’. This will require 
‘leadership and resolve to further reform politics and 
society in the face of sustained critical attack from 
declining but still powerful elements.’ 
  
Universities should be at the forefront of this action. 
However, recent experience shows that ‘efficiency’ and 
reputation management often rank higher as priorities. 
The result is that even in an institution which publicly 
states its commitment to ‘equality, diversity and 
inclusiveness’, people continue to feel marginalized and 
vulnerable.       
  
UCU has a clear and proven commitment to equality. 
Making work fairer for all is our open and only agenda. 
We follow it without deference to powerful interests. 
We have successfully fought cases for our members and 
we continue to insist on equality in the workplace. If 
you feel strongly about equality, get involved. 
 
Exploring the Gender Pay Gap 
 
The JNCHES Equality Working Group on which UCU 
nationally sits identified in 2014 that the HE full time 
gender pay gap was 17.3% compared to a UK workforce 
average of 10.2%. There is clearly work to be done.  
 
In light of this, UCU at Ulster recently submitted a 
Freedom Of Information request to find out the 
proportion of staff of each gender employed at different 
grades within the university and about how male and 
female colleagues have fared in the promotion process 
over the last five years.  

UCU at Ulster Women’s Network 
 
The UCU at Ulster Women’s Network has been recently 
relaunched and re-energised. We work in a University 
that has an Athena Swan Award for supporting women 
in science and technology, in addition to its legally 
required Equal Opportunities Policy, so it important for 
us to ensure that these are making for equality of 
experience across the university. After a dynamic first 
meeting of colleagues from across the academic and 
academic-related areas, we have identified key areas 
that need attention, as laid out below. We shall soon 
develop a staff survey around these areas, so please 
watch out for it and share your experiences.  In the 
meantime, please get in touch at any time with any issue 
of gender equality for which you need advice or 
representation.  
 
 
 

Flexible working and work/life balance 
 
Despite the existence of a promising work/life balance 
policy at Ulster, UCU finds itself representing an 
increasing number of members on work/life balance 
issues, for example unsuccessful requests for flexible 
working hours and career breaks. These are issues 
across our workforce, but it is still the case that 
domestic and caring responsibilities are more likely to 
be taken on by women, so the Women’s Network is 
particularly interested in this aspect.  
 
Maternity Leave and return to work 
 
The experience of maternity leave is about a lot more 
than ensuring maternity pay is fair, though that is an 
aspect UCU of course continues to scrutinise. Women 
returning to work after maternity leave deserve to be 
properly supported in this transition; although in a 
workplace with Equal Opportunities and work / life 
balance policies this should go without saying, women’s 
experience anecdotally varies greatly and is 
significantly less than ideal.  
 
We look forward to hearing your experiences of these 
and other issues, and working to ensure that Ulster 
University is held to account on its commitment to 
gender equality.   
 
If you have any news you would like to share with 
UCU at Ulster, please get in touch.  
 

To join UCU go to ucu.org.uk or contact 
Linda Moore (l.moore1@ulster.ac.uk) 
Anthea Irwin (a.irwin@ulster.ac.uk) 

 
 

mailto:l.moore1@ulster.ac.uk
mailto:a.irwin@ulster.ac.uk

