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 On 23 September 2020, the Brunel UCU Branch 
voted against the We Are Brunel Community Com-
mitment statement.  This non-binding vote was 
intended to convey our concern that – however well
-intentioned the statement might be – individual 
staff members would not receive sufficient safe-
guards in terms of workloads and health/safety 
issues.  For example, if individual staff members 
were to request that they could continue working 
from home in situations where the staff members 
could perform their jobs perfectly well at home, and 
if line managers were to respond with unfounded 
claims such as “We have a contract with our stu-
dents” (which, as I can attest, never was negotiated 
with any of the trade unions, contrary to the Recog-
nition Agreement between Brunel and the unions) 
or “Because I said so” (which, according to Advisory, 
Conciliation and Arbitration Service [ACAS] guide-
lines, could be construed as bullying), then the indi-
vidual staff members would bear the primary    
burden of complying with line managers’ demands.  
Especially given our awareness of multiple instances 
(potentially spanning across multiple Colleges) in 
which individual line managers have required that 
individual staff members return to campus for no 
good reason, at a time when the COVID-19 pandem-
ic continues to ravage the United Kingdom (one of 
the worst-performing nations in terms of govern-
mental response, with only the United States rank-
ing even worse among developed nations), we 
could not in good conscience support a statement 
that has left individual staff members vulnerable to 
the whims of particular line managers in particular 
departments.  

We appreciate the efforts that Human Resources 
management made to address the concerns that 
UCU officers and other Branch Committee members 
raised concerning draft versions of the We Are  
Brunel statement.  However, the UCU Branch took 
the view that – even in revised form – the state-
ment left loopholes intact that one or more line 
managers have been willing to exploit, to the poten-
tial detriment of individual staff members.  The UCU 
Branch could have simply deferred holding any vote 
on the statement, particularly since it was clear that 
Brunel would implement the statement with or 
without our support.  Instead, our Branch opted to 
send a clear message that the statement not only 
was unnecessary (given the expectation of 
“collegiality” that is embedded within individual 
staff members’ contracts as well as University-wide 
policies) but actually could work against individual 
staff members who seek to work in accordance with 
Brunel’s own homeworking policy (which, not coin-
cidentally, is fully consistent with current UK      
government advice about continuing to work from 
home wherever possible).  In the absence of any 
clear, written guidance from senior management 
regarding what does or does not constitute a neces-
sary return-to-campus situation, we remain con-
cerned that individual staff members are ill-served 
by the statement.  Finally, we implore senior     
management – including HR management – to work 
with the Brunel UCU Branch in eradicating the   
inconsistencies in return-to-campus requirements 
that plague one or more line managers’ responses 
to individual staff members’ request to keep     
working from home. 
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The Motion: 

 The branch motion resolves: 
- To demand that Brunel University make on-line 
delivery of teaching in accordance with expert 
scientific opinion (e.g. Independent SAGE) the 
default position.  
- To demand that where it is impossible to deliv-
er parts of the educational provision on-line, the 
university must arrange regular testing and  
tracing for students and staff and that wearing a 
mask in seminars and any indoor teaching    
scenarios is made compulsory.  
- To demand that no-one will be required to 
undertake on-campus face-to-face teaching if 
they express the wish not to do so.  

 What Next? 

Branch officials will now take these demands to 
Brunel's senior management. It is increasingly 
obvious that to carry on with a default dual  
delivery plan is a public health risk. It is inevita-
ble that we will move online as the default deliv-
ery mode at some point, but it is imperative that 
this is done speedily rather than lagging behind 
the rest of the sector and unnecessarily risking 
the health and wellbeing of staff and students. 

The Result: 
  
At the September 23rd Branch 
meeting, in a quorate vote, branch 
members unanimously and without 
abstentions backed the UCU branch 
committee's motion on Brunel's    
Return to Work Plan.  
 

The Context: 
  
On Monday 21st September the government's 
Chief Medical Officer and Chief Scientific Advi-
sor announced that Covid-19 infections were 
rising rapidly across the country. Later that day 
the Prime Minister announced new              
restrictions and advised that if you can work 
from home you should, an instruction which 
has obvious logical consequences for the uni-
versity sector. On September 22nd, Liverpool 
University, which does have a on-campus 
testing system in place confirmed they had 
found 87 Covid-19 cases; this before teaching 
has yet to properly start. 

Motion by UCU Branch Committee on 

Brunel’s Return to Work Plan  
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Brunel UCU: WAM Report 
 
We are on the verge of a second year of 
rolling out the Workload Allocation Model. 
UCU has branch officers regularly attending 

the WAM Steering Group. In the first year 

UCU reps concentrated on ensuring        

adequate training for WAM allocators. 

There was also an emergent problem in 
one corner of the University where staff 
labour was being used to support an exter-
nal provider of online provision without 

that being captured by WAM. We are 

pleased to report that the WAM Steering 

Group has re-affirmed that it is not discre-
tionary whether staff activity is captured 

by WAM: everything must be. That partic-

ular problem has been resolved it seems. 
Branch officers have also pressed for more 
resources to be made available for training  

 
and best practice guidance for WAM      
allocators.  Union and management on the 
Steering Group are agreed that a conversa-
tion between an individual member of staff 
and the allocator lies at the heart of a best 

practice model for WAM. It is clear that 

that did not always happen last year. In 
mitigation as a major new area of policy 
and practice it will take some time 

for WAM's best practice principles to be 

disseminated and embedded. This is why 
the second year is important as we would 
expect to see progress on this front.    
Members are asked to get in touch with 
the branch if real conversations are not 
happening around workload allocation for 
example. You are our eyes and ears. Keep 
us informed by contacting our Branch   
Administrator: cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 
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The UK’s trade with its biggest partner, the EU – 
which accounts for 49% of UK trade with a fur-
ther 10% from countries with an existing Free 
Trade Agreement with the EU – damaged. 

· As well as the high 'no deal' trade tariff costs, 
the Government’s modelled ‘no deal’ scenario 
also includes non-tariff-related costs (in UK/EU 
trade) of 10% for goods and 11% for services. 
Non-tariff barriers (NTBs) include customs 
checks, regulatory barriers, rules of origin, ad-
ministration costs, etc. 

· Significant delays at UK borders, with supply 
shortages in key sectors for both businesses and 
households. 

· Further negative effects on our environment, 
health, security, workers’ rights, consumer pro-
tection and the integrity of the UK. 

 

This UCU branch notes the likely, multiple nega-
tive consequences of these economic and other 
effects of a ‘hard’ or ‘no-deal’ Brexit on higher 
education and those working within the sector. 

 

This UCU branch further notes with regret that 
the national UCU, consumed as it is by issues 
arising from the COVD-19 pandemic, has had 
little to say about this impending disaster. 

 

This UCU branch therefore calls on the national 
UCU to use its profile and resources to apply 
pressure on the government to reach compre-
hensive deals with the EU on trade and other 
issues in order to avoid the multiple negative 
consequences outlined above. 

This UCU branch notes that no major country has 
ever left the European Union or similar trading 
bloc. A recent report by the independent (King’s 
College London based) research group, The UK in 
a Changing Europe, stated that “no deal will not 
get Brexit done” and instead would be the start 
of a “period of prolonged uncertainty for citizens, 
workers and businesses”. Unfortunately, in terms 
of securing a proper UK/EU trade deal (to replace 
the current trading arrangements), the UK is 
running out of time. At present, during the     
current so-called transition period, we are trading 
with the EU on the same level 'single market 
customs union' basis that we did when we were 
still in the EU. That privileged position will come 
to an abrupt end at the end of this year (when 
the transition period expires), unless a mutually 
beneficial new trading relationship is negotiated. 
At present, a 'no deal' exit looks increasingly 
likely. Such an exit is expected to cause: 

· GDP 5% to 10% lower over the course of the 
next 10-15 years than it would have been, had 
the UK stayed in the EU. Treasury data also states 
that the limited free trade deal planned with the 
EU would strip 6.7% from the UK’s gross domes-
tic product (GDP) over a similar time scale – 
meaning £130bn of lost growth. 

· The UK finding itself trading with the EU on 
purely World Trade Organisation (WTO) terms, 
with import tariffs on goods ranging from 3–25% 
and additional non-tariff barriers adding a further 
14%. 

· A possible increase in net public borrowing of 
between £96bn and £141bn by 2035/2036, ac-
cording to the Government’s long-term analysis. 
Government borrowing has already risen by an 
extra £200bn since March to deal with Covid-19. 

· Foreign Direct Investment to fall by around 24% 
and overall business investment by 3.5% over the 
long term. 

  Motion for Brunel branch on ‘hard’ or ‘no-deal’ Brexit  
Passed as a resolution at the Branch Meeting 23.09.20 
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-ities (i.e. class, BAME, gender), the university has 
chosen to ‘defer’ its support for when, well, 
they’ll be new parents no more.  

 

Looking beyond the immediate, covid-context 
however, if we consider the practicalities of the 
AS scheme, then in actual practical matter it is no 
different to other research schemes: it is a yearly, 
highly competitive award, in which the academic 
has to ‘prove their worth’ in terms of potential 
REF outputs and potential for grant capture. And 
it only supports five colleagues per academic 
year. Simply put, it’s hardly supportive.  

 

So, is the university mother-friendly? No: the 
current decision to defer the AS awards essen-
tially equates AS to RL and underscores the    
disjunction between recognising inequality and 
supporting new parents back into academic 
work. The deferral of the AS scheme is another 
example of how the handling of the pandemic 
has caused deepening exploitation and further 
reinforcement of existing inequalities.  Yet, per-
haps, the more important question is to ask how 
can we make the university more mother-
friendly? Many other UK universities, such as UCL 
and the LSE, have family friendly policies that 
enshrine the right to a sabbatical upon returning 
from maternity and all other types of prolonged 
parental leave. These non-competitive schemes 
offer certainty, support and better reintegration 
back in the demands of academic work. This 
could be a first and crucial step in supporting 
mothers and fathers in their return to work. 
Discrimination should be called out and stopped.  
And we can connect, share experiences and 
search for a better way forward. Yet, for a truly 
supportive and mother-friendly university, a truly 
public, meaning not-for-profit, University is  
needed.  

Maria.Kastrinou@brunel.ac.uk  

Our university offers up to five Athena Swan 
research awards per year — these are competi-
tive grants up to £15,000, awarded to mothers 
and parents after a prolonged period of materni-
ty, parental, shared or adoption leave (more than 
4 months). Through AS award scheme ‘the Uni-
versity recognises the potential physical implica-
tions of pregnancy and childbirth and the result-
ant barriers in the progression of research     
careers.’ Although this rational is problematic, it 
is even more worrying that the AS awards have 
been deferred for this year. All supported AS 
award holders have been told that ‘given the 
current circumstances,’  awards for AY20-21 have 
been deferred for AY21-22.  

Why has the university deferred the AS awards? 
The UCU have raised this with senior manage-
ment on a number of occasions. We have not 
received an explanation. We have, however, 
received indications that the reasoning is finan-
cial. However, in deferring AS awards, Brunel is 
treating AS like any other Research Leave award; 
currently all research and sabbatical schemes are 
paused for the current academic year, using the 
covid pandemic as a cost-cutting excuse for 
halting additional recruitment, whilst increasing 
teaching workloads.   

But AS is different to RL, right? Well, AS are not 
supposed to be RL, their stated purpose is a 
recognition and an attempt to partly address the 
proven detrimental effects that extended leave 
and caring responsibilities have on transitioning 
back to academic work, and hence to help with 
work-life balance, systemic gender inequalities 
and career progression. So, it is ironic that at the 
time of a health pandemic when there is height-
ened need to support new mothers and         
parents//carers  due to increased caring respon-
sibilities and the exacerbation of existing inequal 

  Deferring the Athena Swan awards in the midst of a pandemic: Is the university 

mother-friendly?  
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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 Events 

https://fundthefuture.org.uk/

events/ 


