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 BECOME A UCU BRANCH CASEWORKER!  

Following the end of each academic year, I end 
my annual Chair’s Report with an urgent     
request for fellow UCU members to serve as 
caseworkers.  Historically, our Branch relied 
heavily upon a small number of caseworkers – 
at times, no more than a handful – to advise 
dozens of members who seek advice during a 
given year.  However, I am pleased to report 
that we are experiencing a mini-surge of inter-
est among members who are able and willing 
to undergo training as caseworkers.  For those 
of us who have struggled to juggle multiple 
cases simultaneously (not to mention our 
teaching, research, internal service, and exter-
nal service commitments), the increased levels 
of members’ interest in undertaking casework 
could not have come at a better time. 

 

Much of my activity as Chair involves collective 
consultation and negotiation on issues ranging 
from WAM to restructuring, from trade union 
recognition to protocols for individual risk   
assessment in the COVID era.  However, the 
most personally rewarding work that I pursue 
on behalf of the Branch arises from my role as a 
caseworker – not part of my job description as 
Chair (and, in fact, separate from the tasks of 
that elected office), but integral to individual 
consultation and negotiation.  For example, we 
have current colleagues who previously were at 
risk of losing their jobs but have remained as 
employees at Brunel, thanks largely to the 

efforts of caseworkers.  Conversely, we had 
former colleagues who wanted to leave Brunel 
and were able to secure mutually agreed exit 
packages with caseworkers’ help.  

 

This is not to say that every instance of case-
work leads to a happy ending.  Especially when 
issues such as bullying and discrimination have 
compelled members to seek advice only after 
weeks, months, or even years have elapsed, 
caseworkers might not be in a position to help 
members obtain desired outcomes in the fore-
seeable future.  Nevertheless, caseworkers may 
or may not be the “last resorts” to whom mem-
bers turn for help, after finding that other    
potential sources of advice had not informed 
them regarding the extent of their rights as 
employers (or Brunel’s obligations as an      
employer).  [PTO] 
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https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/ 

As a caseworker, I refer colleagues toward the Web 
site of the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration 
Service (ACAS:  https://www.acas.org.uk/), which 
elaborates upon those rights and obligations.  Case-
work can be as little work as a conversation with a 
member looking for some advice or as little as an 
hour of your input can produce positive outcomes.  

 If you are interested in serving as a caseworker, 
then please feel free to contact Colette Maxfield 
(our Branch Administrator:  CMaxfield@ucu.org.uk).  
You do not need to be a Branch Officer in order to 
do casework; yet (like a Branch Officer) you can 
negotiate “facility time” (i.e., part of your workload 
allocated to UCU activities) with your line manager, 
together with a member of the Human Resources 
management team.  Furthermore, no one expects 
you to act as a pseudo-solicitor; rather, one of your 
main tasks will be to point members in the right 
direction concerning the best available information 
to address the issues that members bring to you.  

Training is available from UCU HQ and from the UCU 
Regional Office; and further guidance is available 
from experienced caseworkers within our Branch. 

In closing, I hope that you will consider serving as a 
caseworker.  Many years ago, a series of UCU case-
workers helped me; and it is an honour for me to be 
able to “give back” to the Branch in my own role as a 
caseworker.  Please feel free to contact me 
(Stanley.Gaines@brunel.ac.uk) if you want more 
information before seeking such a role. 

BECOME A UCU BRANCH CASEWORKER! ...CONTINUED... 

Representing individual members: 
an introduction to casework, 24, 
June, 1,8,15, July 2021, Online, 
(Ldon, SE & EHC) 

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.  

In this course you will look at the follow-
ing areas: 

-UCU legal support scheme  
-The role of the rep 
-Effective communication with members 
seeking advice and representation 
-Sources of support and information for 
members seeking representation 
-The importance of using individual cases 
for collective organisation and describe 
the circumstances and ways in which this 
can be done 
-How to develop a collaborative approach 
with the member and manage their     
expectations 
-Confidentiality and conflicts of interest 
Your own rights and take care of your 
own well being when handling personal 
cases 
 

Delivery method: via TUC stream platform 
supported by weekly course meetings 

Please get in touch: cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 

https://www.acas.org.uk/
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Please check the UCU website here, where you 

will also find additional links and resources: 

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

 
Welcome and informal introductions, All were       
encouraged to participate and bring forward 
individual perspectives. Feedback from partici-
pants was as follows: 

 
The impact of the death that took place 
on campus was raised – students got in 

touch with staff to discuss this as well as every-
thing else happening at present. One incredible 
insight out of this discussion, the students were 
asked by the University whether they knew the 
student in question, and the answer was ‘we all 
know him’. 

 
It is important to talk about mental health   
during the pandemic. There is also an 

impact on staff with the increased outsourcing 
of mental health provision onto academics, who 
are not all trained to deal with mental health 
issues to such a degree, as well as dealing with 
heavy workloads. Students are facing 
unique conditions due to the pandemic but the 
pandemic has exacerbated the fact that we are 
not in a proper ‘public’ university – it now runs 
for profit, it can not be taken to have the best 
health of students in mind. 
 
Issues raised: 
 
- students are facing challenges in campus    
accommodation 
- conflation of criminality and mental health 
within institutional reporting systems 
- difficulty in accessing mental health provisions. 
-security being brought to implement first aid 
may have connotations for muslim women / 
black males, and can be a barrier. 

Report back on Open Forum on 

Mental Health: March 2021 
Staff can be affected by EDI issues (eg pay 
gaps, not being graded the same as col-

leagues but performing the same work).       
Discrimination feeds into mental health issues. 

 
People are afraid to talk about mental 
health. Men may face challenges in terms 

of talking about these issues. 
 
SU mental health resources are available. 
Eg fika app, 15 minutes a day focussing on 

mental health. 
 

Personal tutors are not trained in mental 
health but students are directed to them. 

Lack of training means this could do more harm 
than good. Either there should be more training 
or the wellbeing team should be better funded. 
Some students are left a whole month before a 
wellbeing appointment is available. 

 
Mental health is considered different. than 
for example, breaking a leg. There are 

often no objections or hesitation to request 
extenuating circumstances for physical acci-
dents but often those with mental health needs 
feel it is their fault and do not request help – 
but it is just as valid. Mental health IS physical 
health – the Brain is another aspect of the 
body. Personal tutors cannot necessarily help 
indepth but they should be able to signpost 
students. Personal tutors are often overworked 
and need more institutional guidance. 

 
A student noted that there is a major gap 
in services and a huge demand, what can 

we do about it? We need better services 
and funding for these services. The wellbeing 
team is tiny, and themselves need more        
support. [PTO] 

https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/ 

https://www.ucu.org.uk/illnessandstress
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Students can no longer self refer to coun-
selling services and there is a waiting list. 

The University doesn't see mental health as a 
big enough problem for proper funding and it 
funnels money elsewhere. The under resourced 
services make students feel like a burden as 
there is not enough wellbeing support for all 
students. SU website – it is hard to find links 
regarding student wellbeing support/
community. 

 
The move from an education to a business 
model, the university is now business 

orientated, and legal aspects become             
paramount. We are meant to comply for legal 
reasons and the rules change every so 
often which reset everything and this does not 
help.  

 
There are changing messages from Senior 
Management as to the education vs busi-

ness aspect of the University. Brunel was, is, 
and will   continue to be, a non profit organisa-
tion due to its tax status. The counselling      
service some years ago was award winning but 
the institution minimised it, potentially to save 
money. It has since been under-resourced. UCU 
continues to raise these issues. 

Report back on Open Forum on 

Mental Health...Continued... 

Mental health is a trade union  
issue: 8,15,22, July 2021, Online 
(national course) 

This course is designed for reps who want 
to develop an understanding around why 
mental health is a trade union issue, and 
to ensure working practices support 
equality. This course would benefit both 
UCU equality reps, health and safety reps, 
and others in the branch who represent 
or negotiate on behalf of members 

This course will help you to: 
 
-develop an understanding of mental 
health conditions and issues 
-identify how people with mental health 
conditions experience discrimination in 
the workplace 
-represent and support members with 
mental health conditions 
-discuss the role of trade unions in dealing 
with mental health issues 
-how can we negotiate workplace policies 
that support those with mental health 
conditions and issues 
-assess how the current pandemic has 
impacted on mental health conditions 
and issues 
 
Throughout the course we will use the social 
model when discussing mental health. the 
social model states that a person becomes 
disabled by the environment and attitudinal 
barriers that they encounter, not by their med-
ical condition  

Please get in touch: cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 

You will be aware by now that the university 

has developed an ED&I strategy.  We encourage 

all members to get actively involved with            

various EDI university working groups to make a 

difference: 

https://intra.brunel.ac.uk/s/hr/Pages/Equality

-and-Diversity-Strategy.aspx 

Brunel EDI Strategy 

https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/ 

https://intra.brunel.ac.uk/s/hr/Pages/Equality-and-Diversity-Strategy.aspx
https://intra.brunel.ac.uk/s/hr/Pages/Equality-and-Diversity-Strategy.aspx
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USS has recently issued further docu-
mentation (rule 76.1 report) to consult 
with employers on the proposed contri-
butions rates for the Scheme going    
forward. Our union's national pensions 
negotiators and reps from the employ-
ers body UUK are currently working very 
hard to hold USS to account, given what 
UCU see as a mis-representation of the 
Scheme's deficit. 
 
Negotiators have identified serious    
issues in key areas including around the 
methodology behind the valuation, the 
choice of scheme valuation date of 31st 
March 2020 during a global pandemic 
(remember this is an out-of-cycle valua-
tion in the first place) and the evidence 
(or lack of evidence to be more precise) 
from USS around the valuation. 
 
UCU are also concerned about what is 
seen as the USS Trustees being           
unsoundly accommodative of the pen-
sions regulator's position (TPR) on vari-
ous issues. Negotiators have recently 
met with TPR to express these concerns. 
These include what UCU term as an           
insistence on "reckless prudence" ie a 
position on prudence leading to         
supposed "de-risking" that is actually 
losing our Scheme money. This           
prudence is being  unfairly compensated 
for by increased contributions from 
members and employers.  

USS Update 

 
 

The deficit and the increased contribu-
tions requirements from employers and 
employees of course offer a double 
whammy to us because they are used by 
employers to justify continued recalci-
trance on fair pay, unsustainable practic-
es of casualisation and deepening        
inequalities in addition to the actual        
increased costs hitting our pockets on 
pensions costs.  
 
However, this has been a constructive 
discussion in the main, with employers. 
We share many of the key grounds of 
concern about the valuation and our   
appointed actuaries are collaborating on 
challenging USS. 
 
Given that the Scheme has increased in 
size from £65.5 bn to £80 bn despite the 
pandemic, it is in rude health. As a result, 
UCU has registered with employers our 
frustrations that they are suggesting that 
higher opt-out rates due to casual con-
tracts and increasing costs on stagnant 
pay, can be dealt with by offering casual-
ised and lower paid members a worse 
pensions option (DC rather than DB) that 
is supposedly more "affordable", instead 
of doing the right thing and offering 
more secure contracts and reasonable 
pay in addition to ensuring that unjusti-
fied contributions increases are stopped 
in their tracks.  
 
https://www.ucu.org.uk/strikeforuss 

https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/ 
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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 

Green New deal bargain-
ing: 9,16,23 June 2021, 
Online, (National course) 

This course is for all Green reps along 
with those in the branch who are    
interested in bargaining around envi-
ronmental issues. The course will help 
reps navigate UCU Green New Deal 
bargaining advice and enable you to 
work on a potential claim to the       
employer.  

Register below: 

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

https://brunel.web.ucu.org.uk/ 

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

