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A Point of View  [Anonymous Contribution] 

Plague Island (AKA the United Kingdom) arrived 
at the top of the chart for the highest per    
capita death rate of any country in the world 
last week. The Big Spin by government and 
parts of the media on why that may be the case 
is that it is down to the non-compliance of          
individuals. The public is to blame it seems, not 
government.  Yet it is government that sets the 
rules for the lockdown and it is government 
that enforces or does not enforce them. While 
much is made of the police sometimes         
overreacting to members of the public, there is 
one group that seems to be able to do        
whatever it likes and escape any serious atten-
tion or  sanction whatsoever: businesses.    

 

Unlike the first lockdown, what seems to now 
count as an ‘essential service’ is now quite   
elastic and that places workers in an              
increasingly difficult position vis-à-vis the     
demands of their employers. In an 8 day period 
in January, the Health and Safety Executive 
were contacted nearly 3000 times about    
workplace safety issues. And yet in this latest 
lockdown not a single company has been    
prosecuted for Covid related breaches of safety 
laws. In September 2020, a poll by the TUC 
found that only 46% of employees said their 
workplaces had introduced safe social distanc-
ing measures. Given that government and   
businesses have often failed in their responsi-
bilities to manage the pandemic, it seems that 

it is up to trade unions to protect workers and 
services users.   

 

This is why it is welcome and significant that 
UCU has recently reaffirmed that it will back 
industrial action should universities be tempted 
to reimpose in-person teaching in February. 
UCU believes that a return to in-person     
reaching this academic year is impractical and 
dangerous. Across the HE sector many         
universities have behaved sensibly, but ballots 
for action have already been won at          
Northumbria and Birmingham City universities 
and  another ballot at Manchester Metropoli-
tan is also being held.    

 

Inside Brunel there has been some variability 
unfortunately due to the failure to have a clear 
policy on in-person teaching. While many   
Departmental line managers have not tried to 
pressurise staff into in-person teaching, the 
union has recorded instances where serious 
attempts were made to push staff to do exactly 
that. Should there be a resumption of such 
pressures in February, it will be very important 
for members to act in solidarity with their   
union colleagues, whatever their particular 
local experiences may be. It would be far more 
preferable that the University articulates a 
clear, coherent position in line with the science, 
that online teaching should remain in place for 
the rest of the teaching term. 
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move learning online. 

UCU general secretary Jo Grady said: 'It is a victory 
for UCU that the government has finally listened to 
our demand for teaching to move online at universi-
ties and colleges where possible. However, the deci-
sion has been made so late and in such a chaotic 
manner that we are now in the midst of the disaster 
we warned against. Had we been listened to sooner 
the government may well have been able to get a 
grip on this crisis, averted needless illness and death, 
and avoided unnecessary disruption to education. 

'Yet again, ministers have failed to prioritise educa-
tion, and the chaotic way Boris Johnson has told 
institutions to move online has left staff and       
students in limbo. 

'It is unacceptable for the government to ask staff 
and students to go onto college campuses this week 
for BTEC exams when we are in a national lockdown 
and when GCSE and A level exams are likely to be 
cancelled. Nor should university students be made 
to pay rent for accommodation they cannot use. 

'Ministers now need to put education and the well-
being of staff and students first. Staff need time to 
plan effectively and students must be supported to 
learn remotely. We can have no more last-minute 
chaos. There is no need to push for in-person teach-
ing to resume in seven weeks. The priority is to get 
control of the pandemic. The government needs let 
students learn online until at least until the end of 
this term, allow university students to be released 
from accommodation contracts if they wish, and 
provide staff and students with the resources to 
make sure everyone can study remotely and gets 
sufficient mental health support. The government 
must also underwrite the sector against any lost 
income and any extra costs created due to these last
-minute changes. 

'We hope the government will work with us to  
implement and deliver online learning, and not rush 
back to dangerous in-person activities. But we also 
know the importance of holding this government's 
feet to the fire. That is why we are still pursuing a 
legal challenge against its decision to ignore SAGE's 
advice to move online in September, which we hope 
will be heard shortly.' 

https://www.ucu.org.uk/news 

Both at national and local levels, UCU has been 
campaigning for online learning to be the default 
position during the Covid-19 crisis (please see the 
BUCU motion, passed unanimously in Sept 2020: 
https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/200923-motion-
passed-unanimously-brunels-return-to-work-plan/) 
 
The move to a further lockdown this January im-
pacted Education across the board, with an       
extension of the Govt online learning edict for HE: 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/national-lockdown-
stay-at-home#universities 
 
The National UCU position on recent developments 
is as follows: 5 January 2021  
 
UCU said it was a victory for the union that the   
government had finally listened to it after months of 
campaigning and moved learning online in colleges 
and universities. But the union warned the govern-
ment's belated decision still falls far short of what is 
required for the duration of this pandemic. 
UCU said the government must now commit to 
keeping the majority of teaching online for the  
entire term to give staff and students a stable mode 
of delivery after they have had to deal with constant 
disruption and uncertainty since March. The union 
said BTEC exams could not go ahead this week as 
colleges are not safe, and that university students 
need to be released from paying for accommodation 
they aren't using. 

UCU was responding to the latest lock-
down measures announced by prime minister Boris 
Johnson. The measures include keeping the majority 
of learning at colleges and universities online until 
mid-February, encouraging university students not 
to move to term time accommodation until then, 
and reviewing whether summer exams at schools 
and colleges will go ahead. But they do not include 
any changes to BTEC exams, which are still go ahead 
this week. The move to remote learning fol-
lows months of campaigning by UCU to move non-
essential in-person teaching online to protect the 
health and safety of staff, students and communi-
ties. The union tracked over 50,000 Covid cases in 
colleges and universities last term, and launched a 
legal challenge against the Westminster govern-
ment's decision to ignore the advice of SAGE to  

UCU Position: The Move to Online Learning January 2021  

https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/200923-motion-passed-unanimously-brunels-return-to-work-plan/
https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/200923-motion-passed-unanimously-brunels-return-to-work-plan/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/national-lockdown-stay-at-home#universities
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/national-lockdown-stay-at-home#universities
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Brunel UCU is aware and increasingly  
concerned that the University seems    
intent on slowly but surely introducing 
outside private contractors directly into 
the teaching provision. This encompasses 
the use of the external company 
‘Interactive Pro’ in the provision of online 
programmes and we have now learned 
that the university has plans to outsource 
first year undergraduate teaching 
to LBIC (London Brunel International   
College). LBIC is the private tuition provid-
er based on campus and with which     
Brunel has an agreement to provide  

Brunel: Outsourcing 

 
 

pre-graduate/foundation tuition for      
students who do not meet the university 
entry requirements. This proposed use of 
LBIC would represent a significant threat to 
staff jobs, conditions and wages.  We ask 
all members to be on the alert and inform 
the Brunel UCU committee administrator in 
confidence if you hear of any plans along 
these lines: 
 
Contact: cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 
 
https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/ 
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For more information as to the background of this meeting, 

please check our local Brunel UCU website here, where you 

will also find additional links and resources: https://

brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/anti-casualisation-meeting-11th-nov-

1300/ 

  
Overview of the UCU National anti-casualisation 
campaign. 
 
So many HE staff are now on atypical contracts (e.g. 
fixed term/hourly paid). A few years ago, UCU      
conducted a national survey and the results revealed 
that nearly 50% of participants were on precarious 
contracts. Most researchers, as one example, are on 
fixed term contracts. In the 2019/20 pay claim – a 
joint claim - the unions asked employers to eradicate 
precarious contracts. This position was enforced in 
the recent claim 2020/21. We are still in dispute from 
the 2019/20 pay claim, and employers are generally 
stating that they will not deal with/negotiate on con-
tract precarity nationally, only locally. 
 
The framework agreement is meant to ensure all staff 
transfer to the national pay scale – but it is not very 
well implemented. This issue is continuous.  
 
UCU encourages members to participate in its demo-
cratic structures- there is an anti-cas cmte nationally 
which feeds into the democratic strategy of the union. 
UCU also builds alliances with other unions as well as 
creating ‘stand alone’ campaigns (eg ‘stampout_ 
roadshow’, unfortunately put to a stop due to Covid-
19). Branches can build alliances with students, who 
are also affected. The general public don’t really real-
ise how casualised HE is. Even He Institutions are 
starting to realise that it’s not good for the institution 
generally, and there is a small generalised move to get 
staff on fractualised contracts. 
 
Currently, fixed term contract staff have been seen by 
employers during Covid-19 as a cost cutting measure. 
Also furlough did not encompass these staff mem-
bers. Hopefully, looking forward, there will be no 
major redundancies or restructuring at Brunel. 

Report back on BUCU Anti-

Casualisation Meeting Nov 2020 
Overview of UCU local work at Branch level. 
 
The Branch has experienced a level success but there 
is still work to be done. Researchers are overwhelm-
ingly fixed term and this is linked to funding. Brunel 
signed up to the Concordat – which binds employers 
to some responsibilities. For example, if a staff mem-
ber is employed for more than 4 years and there is an 
ongoing need for their work plus funding, the employ-
ee should move to an open-ended contract. The  
Research Concordat states that there is an active 
responsibility for the employer to help with an ongo-
ing career (ie assist employee in finding a new post 
etc) – UCU is trying to hold the university to account. 
 
Hourly paid staff, negotiations on their conditions 
have stretched over one/two years and progress was 
being made until the pandemic began. If there is a 
clear ongoing need for the employees work (for exam-
ple, they have been re-contracted year after year) – 
those contracts should be made permanent. HR 
should be going through contract histories – if hourly 
paid staff have been contracted for 4 consecutive 
years, then they should be contacted by HR. 
 
Permanency gives better job security, less stress re 
ability to pay bills – however, sometimes the hourly 
paid employee receives more money per hour than if 
transferred to a permanent contract.  
 
[Article continues on next page] 
 
 

https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/anti-casualisation-meeting-11th-nov-1300/
https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/anti-casualisation-meeting-11th-nov-1300/
https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/anti-casualisation-meeting-11th-nov-1300/
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Member feedback: Was transferred to a research 
open-ended contract but was then later called to a 
redundancy meeting without warning. The member 
had funding but it was not allocated to the position 
and the line mgmr was not contacted first by HR in 
order to check circumstances. There needs to be 
better communications with line mgmrs as part of this 
process.  
 
Brunel UCU is pushing as to the employer’s responsi-
bility regarding career continuity. It was  noted that 
the University should have raised this with the line 
mgmr first to check if there was funding before    
initiating the redundancy process. 
 
Member feedback: Is there a loophole in open-ended 
contracts – allowing institutions to treat staff like this? 
If so, is this there so that they can massage their 
stats? The ‘open-ended’ contract is not the same as 
permanent, as staff still need to bring in funding. 
 
Open-ended research contracts are indeed often tied 
to funding, so in that sense not truly “permanent”. 
However, open-ended vs fixed-term does bring    
advantages: an open-ended contract makes research-
ers eligible for more types of funding, open-ended 
contracts make it easier to obtain loans/mortgages 
and so promote long-term life-planning, and when 
open-ended contracts end this triggers a redundancy 
process which places higher obligations on the     
employer to support the researcher’s ongoing career.  
 
Member feedback: Need better communication to 
staff from the employer, it’s about valuing staff. We 
need a campaign. The ‘Corona contract’ campaign 
made the demand that we need two years contract 
extension for all casualised staff. Initially campaigners 
thought that Covid-19 would last c2 years. Now it’s 
clear that this pandemic will continue. We need   
universities to take casualisation seriously and for 
permanent staff to show solidarity. 
 
Member feedback:  Casualised staff are doing the 
same amount/type of work as permanent colleagues 
and contribute to TEF/REF. The contractual grey area 
makes it difficult to know what grants staff can/not 
apply for as the remit of roles is unclear. 
 
Locally, HR were initially not aware of what hourly 
paid staff do – they were unaware that a lot do the 
same work as a lecturer. Locally, UCU spent a lot of 
time showing that this is the case and subsequently 
arguing for hourly paid staff to be put on (fixed-term) 
lectureship positions instead.  

Member feedback:  This is all connected to the gender 
pay gap and the ethnic minority pay gap – staff are 
hired under these conditions, within a gendered and 
racialised system. UCU used lots of stats in the     
national ‘four fights’ campaign. We can use these 
stats as leverage.  
 
Member feedback:  Looking after junior staff is     
important, but fighting casualization is even more 
important – stress of bills/mortgage/redundancies. 
We need to fix things. What are we going to do? 
 
If job descriptions do not match the role – that is a 
negotiation point. We can make use of this by asking 
for terms of engagement for an hourly paid role. In 
terms of REF – HEIs should not use redundant staff 
submissions, this should be expanded re fixed term 
staff. In terms of redundancies and/or non-renewal of 
contracts – we can ask whether these are ‘dismissals’ 
– and then make use of the two year legislation re 
staff rights. If an institution is not renewing a lot of 
contracts at the same time – then we can push for 
collective consultations if over 20 staff members as 
part of section 188. 
 
Mapping the workforce can also help – highlighting 
inequality – what needs to be done– the Branch could 
create a local claim. Do you want open- ended con-
tracts or more hours on an hourly paid contract – 
and/or is it a workload issue? UUK/employers are 
slowly changing as they realise that the model does 
not work and impacts detrimentally on students. 
Positive work on this has stalled due to Covid-19. The 
financial situation for HEIs not as bad as they made 
out. Employers should be in a good position to     
improve staff contracts. 

 
If you would like to further this campaign and/
or help plan a further BUCU anti-casualisation 
meeting, please get contact to discuss: 
cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 
 
We also welcome contributions to our news-
letters, on key issues affecting fixed term and 
hourly paid staff: cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 
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You can also find UCU Covid-19 guidance 
for academic-related/ professional ser-
vices (ARPS) members in HE here: 

https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10891/
ARPS-Covid-19-guidance/pdf/
ucu_covid19_arps.pdf 

Please do get in touch if you would like to 
get more involved at local level or see a 
particular ARPS speaker at a Brunel UCU 
Branch meeting.  You may also want to 
consider becoming a local Rep for ARPS 
members. For more information, please 
contact the Branch Administrator: 

cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 

Are you an academic-related, profession-
al services Brunel UCU member? We are 
keen to hear from you! Brunel UCU  is 
planning to host a meeting for members, 
and to invite UCU ARPS guest speakers to 
discuss key issues affecting staff. Please 
get in touch to register an interest whilst 
we are in the planning stage. 

You may not be aware but UCU has a  
national ARPS committee and has recently 
run a  live webinar : Keeping universities 
running during the pandemic - the      
importance of ARPS staff. If you missed 
this live webinar first time round, you can 
watch a replay in retrospect here: 

https://www.ucu.org.uk/arcommittee 

 

 

  Academic-related, professional staff 

https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10891/ARPS-Covid-19-guidance/pdf/ucu_covid19_arps.pdf
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10891/ARPS-Covid-19-guidance/pdf/ucu_covid19_arps.pdf
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10891/ARPS-Covid-19-guidance/pdf/ucu_covid19_arps.pdf
https://www.ucu.org.uk/arcommittee
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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 

Representing individual 
members: an introduction 
to casework, 22, February, 
1,8,15, March 2021 

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. Those who have 
been practicing for some time may also 
find this course to be a useful refresher of 
best practice.  Register below: 

 

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

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

