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Branch Survey: Understanding our Branch Ballot Results 2019 

Thank you to all who participated in our 
Branch survey last term. A quick break-
down below of the Yes/No questions: 
 
Did you vote in the national ballots on 
Pay & Equality and USS Pension 2019?  
Yes 59 / No 15 
Would you like us to be re-balloted, as 
part of a potential second wave of strike 
action in early 2020?  
52 Yes / 8 No / 15 Don’t know 
If we were to be re-balloted, as part of a 
potential second wave of strike action in 
early 2020, would you vote?  
63 Yes / 4 No  / 8 Don’t know 

In addition we have created five FAQs from 
the free-form comments at the end of the 
survey. 
 
1. Why can't we vote online (postal voting 

is time consuming)? 
 
Unfortunately, all industrial action ballots 
are required to be postal by law. This is 
one of several ‘anti-trade union’ laws that 
try to make it harder for employees to 
strike.  Unions have been lobbying for gov-
ernment change, arguing for online voting. 
Until that legislation changes, we have to 
post off those ballot papers! 

 

2. Why is UCU balloting for strike action -  
shouldn't this be a last resort? 
Absolutely, this is a last resort. We were 
keen for members to understand the 
mechanisms behind the negotiations    
regarding the USS pensions (employer 
body = UUK) and Pay & Equality (employer 
body = UCEA) -  and we organised for a 
national negotiator to visit the Branch in 
September (25.09.19). Putting it bluntly, 
employer bodies do not believe enough 
Branches will get over the 50% threshold 
to take meaningful action, and therefore 
are not willing to engage meaningfully at 
the negotiating table. They are trying to 
fragment national negotiating which will 
seriously damage this sector and increase  
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different (Defined Contribution) scheme 
by now, and your future pension contri-
butions would be gambled on the stock 
market. Any resulting sum on that gamble 
would need to last you, throughout your 
retirement, whatever the outcome. Look 
at what the other striking Branches in 
2019 have already achieved: https://
twitter.com/ucu/
status/1207011840389197827  

 

5. Why are we balloting at Branch level - 
are these localised problems?  

Imagine a ping pong table. At one end, a 
single VC. This VC says - I can do limited 
action on decreasing rates of pay, increas-
ing precarity, contracts, workload, equali-
ty pay gaps or rising pensions contribu-
tions as these are national sector issues. 
Now imagine at the other end of the table 
all of the VC's, the employer bodies. They 
say - we can do nothing about these    
issues as these are local problems, and we 
are not sure they are actually problems 
across the sector. Now imagine you are 
the ping pong ball. Backwards and        
forwards. Backwards and forwards. So yes 
these are local issues. Yes they are nation-
al issues. Our national negotiators have a 
mandate as given by us at local level. This 
is why we are balloted. The local and the 
national are deeply, irrevocably connect-
ed.  

 

Any questions please email our               
Branch Administrator Colette Maxfield: 
cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 

 
competition between institutions. 
 
3. Does UCU action exist in a bubble,  
divorced from the wider public? 
 
Absolutely not! The support from the wid-
er public during the last USS dispute was 
extraordinary and more than we 
could ever have hoped for. We hit nation-
al press nearly every day, in a largely sup-
portive narrative (just google to see!). it 
was the same for the 60 Universities that 
have just been on strike in 2019. NUS for-
mally supported the action, as did many 
local student unions (eg https://
www.rusu.co.uk/representation/
elections/referendum/ / https://
www.goldsmithssu.org/democracy/
strikes/goldsmithssuposition/). We also 
had MP support (eg Labour’s Shadow Ed-
ucation Secretary)                                                              

4. Is strike action effective?  

Strike action is always unfortunate. It 
means negotiations have not been 
enough in themselves. It means a brick 
wall has been encountered on key points. 
However, sometimes it is necessary to 
save a vital right. In the USS dispute 2018, 
we, UCU, including the member in this 
Branch who took action, saved the guar-
anteed benefits of the USS pension. This 
means that all staff in the USS pension, 
for the foreseeable future, will be retiring 
on a guaranteed monthly allowance, for 
the rest of their lives. If we had not have 
taken action, we would have been in a 
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and direct engagement.  
 
On the role of the employer body (UUK): The 
Panel notes that UUK has worked hard to rep-
resent sponsoring employers in relation to 
USS. However, UUK’s core responsibilities are 
to lead cross-sector collaboration and to influ-
ence policy. Thus, its role as the employer 
body in USS is at odds with this mission and for 
this reason there is merit in considering 
whether UUK should continue as the main (or 
sole) employer body in relation to USS. The 
Panel understands that these issues are     
already being addressed by UUK in a working 
group that is investigating the best structure 
to facilitate employer involvement and      
engagement in the Scheme, and the Panel 
welcomes this initiative.  
 
On JEP 2 Shared Valuation Principles: The 

Shared Valuation Principles provided by the 

Panel are a starting point for discussion and 

agreement by the Stakeholders. They should 

be finalised and agreed by the Stakeholders as 

a matter of urgency before work on the 2020 

valuation is too far advanced and substantive 

decisions made. The Trustee should also be a 

party to the Shared Valuation Principles.  

 

The 10 Shared Valuation Principles: Commit-

ment to a good process  

These Shared Valuation Principles have been 

agreed by UCU and UUK [and the USS Trustee] 

As you will remember, the Joint Expert Panel 
(JEP) was established after our last round of 
[successful] industrial action to save the guar-
anteed benefits of the USS pension. JEP stage 
1 was very well received but USS failed to   
implement the recommendations. We know 
you have busy inboxes so to help keep you all 
up to speed we have created a summary that 
lifts some of the highlights from the recent 
JEP2 report: 
 
https://ussjep.org.uk/files/2019/12/JEP2-Final-
Report.pdf 
 
On the strength of USS: USS remains the UK’s 
largest occupational pension scheme by assets 
under management (AUM) with £67.4bn of 
AUM as at the end of March 2019. The 
Scheme has undergone a number of benefit 
changes, most notably the 2016 change to a 
hybrid scheme comprising defined benefits 
(DB) based on Career Average Revalued Earn-
ings (CARE) along with a DC top-up scheme for 
higher earners. The Scheme’s relative immatu-
rity means that contributions and income from 
investment returns exceed outflows (ie bene-
fits and transfers paid out). The Scheme is 
cashflow positive, having grown by £3.9bn 
over the year to 31 March 2019. As noted in 
our first report, the strength and long-term 
nature of the HE sector mean that the Trustee 
can afford to take a very long-term view.  
On confidence in USS: There is a widespread 
view that the Trustee is too distant from the 
Stakeholders and in the Panel’s view this has 
contributed to a decline in levels of trust. The 
Trustee Directors must be more visible to the 
Stakeholders and JNC through more regular 

Joint Expert Panel Report Stage 2 

Your USS PENSION 
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current mutual arrangement could damage 
the Scheme and the sector. Any move away 
from this structure should be taken with     
extreme care and with a full regard to the 
consequences for all sponsoring employers, 
Scheme members and the wider HE sector. 
The Panel notes that the Scheme is far more 
complex and less homogeneous than when it 
was first established, and that the pressures 
on HEIs are also far greater. The Panel would 
have serious concerns were sectionalisation to 
be pursued. 

On JEP 1: The report was well received across 
the higher education sector. However, the 
failure to collectively go forward with these 
recommendations was, in the Panel’s view, a 
missed opportunity to resolve the dispute and 
provide room for a discussion of the longer-
term issues facing the Scheme.  

 

On JEP 2: Our recommendations provide the 
opportunity for the interested parties to have 
the room to work together to secure the   
future of the Scheme and tackle the problems 
as they arise – an outcome that all the inter-
ested parties have made clear to the Panel 
they   desire. The Panel believes that a failure 
to take forward the recommendations in this 
report would mark a failure for members, 
employers and the sector....The Panel strongly 
urges UCU, UUK and the Trustee to now work 
at pace to jointly take forward these recom-
mendations and to factor them into the time-
table for the 2020 valuation. We have         
proposed a facilitated process to support the 
parties in this process. 

They will be used by the Stakeholders and 
other interested parties to steer the actuarial 
valuation of the USS with the aim of reaching a 
mutually agreed outcome that supports the 
long-term sustainability of the Scheme.  
All parties shall:  
1. Work together co-operatively with the    
objective of reaching a mutually acceptable 
agreement.  
2. Respect the responsibilities of the different 
parties in the valuation.  
3. Recognise the legal and regulatory bounda-
ries that frame the valuation.  
The valuation will be:  
4. Founded on a shared (UUK and UCU) vision 
of the USS that supports the mission and    
purpose of the Scheme.  
5. Undertaken using a methodology that is 
clear (and clearly understood by Stakehold-
ers);  
consistent across valuations*  
; and commands the confidence of Stakehold-
ers.  
6. Based on early and proactive engagement, 
with options – including their consequences – 
explored jointly.  
There will be:  
7. A shared understanding of what the valua-
tion is for, and what role each party plays 
(UUK, UCU, JNC, Trustee, Scheme Actuary, 
TPR).  
8. Good quality, timely communications that 
inform and educate Stakeholders and a timely 
response to requests for information 
(including from the Trustee).  
9. Adequate resources, so each party can play 
their part effectively.  
10. Steps taken by UCU and UUK to ensure 
they reach all employer and Scheme members 
in consultation exercises about the valuation.  
 
On solidarity in USS: Moving away from the  

Joint Expert Panel Report Stage 2... 
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enforced by senior management within 
CHLS). 

In the same announcement (23 Decem-
ber 2019), the CHLS Dean also          
mentioned the intent to launch the MSc 
Psychological Sciences (Conversion) 
online programme in May 2020.      
However, the Dean failed to mention 
that trade union reps at the local and/
or regional levels (again, including     
myself) have consistently argued that 
(1) the pace needed to be slowed down 
and (2) CHLS needed to attend to major 
concerns that the trade unions had 
raised on behalf of colleagues (e.g., 
workload, lack of external accreditation, 
questions about the rigour of the inter-
nal quality assurance process as applied 
to that particular programme).  Initially, 
that programme was due to be 
launched several months ago.  Along-
side considerable trade union pushback 
(at a meeting that Human Resources 
staff had organised, and that the Dean 
attended alongside the primary spokes-
person for online programmes at       
Brunel), CHLS did eventually delay the 
launch of that programme.  

On 23 December 2019, the CHLS Dean 
released a statement regarding the 
initial (September 2019) cohort of the 
MSc Public Health and Health Promo-
tion online programme.  The Dean 
commented on strong enrolment and 
positive feedback from students      
regarding that programme, with      
another (January 2020) intake occur-
ring this month.  However, the Dean 
failed to mention that several         
colleagues who were tasked with   
developing that programme either 
have left CHLS or have left Brunel    
entirely.  Although the Dean has 
claimed to have heard only positive 
comments from staff members       
regarding that programme, the Dean 
is aware that trade union representa-
tives at the local and/or regional     
levels (including myself) have raised 
concerns on behalf of colleagues    
concerning the intense pressure and 
overloaded work-related burdens that 
resulted from the accelerated time 
demands that they experienced 
(apparently requested by the external 
online programme vendor and        

ONLINE/DISTANCE LEARNING 
UPDATE REGARDING CHLS ONLINE PROGRAMMES  

STANLEY O. GAINES, JR. 

CHAIR, BRUNEL UCU BRANCH 

18 JANUARY 2020 
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-ship), it was necessary for me to (a) file 
an internal Freedom of Information Act 
request concerning quality assurance-
related documents, (b) submit an inter-
nal appeal for additional information 
after Brunel’s response to my initial re-
quest proved to be inadequate, and (c) 
file an external complaint with the    
Information Commissioner’s Office after 
Brunel’s response to my internal appeal 
proved to be inadequate.  In any event, 
I hope that CHLS senior management 
have taken on board the importance of 
working with (rather than against)     
Brunel UCU reps regarding the issue of 
online programmes.  
 

        S Gaines: Brunel UCU Branch Chair 

The issue of online programmes is a 
prime example of an issue that UCU 
Branch members had brought to the 
Branch Committee, with the result 
that (in partnership with one or more 
Regional Office reps) local reps took 
the issue to HR and senior              
management, helping to achieve     
results that promoted the welfare of 
our colleagues (whether UCU       
members or not) within CHLS.       
However, I note that the Dean never 
acknowledged trade union reps’ role 
in calling attention to concerns about 
the implementation and timing of 
online programmes within CHLS.   

Moreover (as I indicated in a previous 
message to the Brunel UCU member- 

ONLINE/DISTANCE LEARNING 
(S GAINES: ...CONTINUED) 

Coming soon in a corridor near you! Stop, say hello, pick up information and freebies! 
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Join UCU now, it takes only 10 minutes 

online: https://www.ucu.org.uk/join 

Alternatively you can ring the          

Membership Team: 0333 207 0719 

For those who are members, you  

can keep your membership information 

up-to-date by visiting the UCU website: 

 https://ucu.custhelp.com/app/utils/

login_form  

Join UCU today! 

Unions are effective through the strength of 

their membership. Members can contribute 

in ways that suit their personalities, spare 

time, skills and capabilities. All queries on 

this subject will be warmly welcomed: 

cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk               

Upcoming UCU Courses 
https://www.ucu.org.uk/
article/4797/Courses-in-the-
London-South-East--Eastern-region 

Green Rep Induction: Role, Function & 
Influence 16 April 2020, London 

This one day course is designed for new 
Environment/Green Reps or those in the 
branch who have and interest in bargain-
ing around the green agenda. 

Representing individual members: an 
intro to casework, 13 Feb, London 

This is a course for reps who are new to 
representing individual members or those 
who are considering becoming more    
involved in the direct representation of 
individual members. 

H&S 2: Organising and bargaining for 
health and safety: 11-13 Feb, London 

This 3-day course forms the second part 
of an 6-day training programme            
consisting of two modules. 
 

Rep 1: UCU reps induction, 10-12 June  

This 3-day course is aimed at new reps 
who will be undertaking this role in the 
near future.  

Rep 2: Representing UCU members, 24-
26 June 2020, London 

The second module in the programme will 
help you to develop the skills you need to 
support members who are facing difficul-
ties at work. 

Register an interest! cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 
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