DRAFT

UGM/M/08/01

QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY BELFAST STUDENTS’ UNION
MINUTES

Meeting of the UNION GENERAL MEETING
held on 8 October 2008 in The Space, Students’ Union.



The Union President, Ciarnan Helferty, welcomed all attendees to the first quorate Union General Meeting to have been staged in the Students’ Union premises for approximately seven years.  It was agreed that the meeting would be chaired by Ulla Saar.
1.
APOLOGIES

No apologies for inability to attend were received in advance.
2.
MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS UNION GENERAL MEETING 

The minutes of the previous Union General Meeting were unavailable.
3.
BUSINESS ARISING
There was none.

4.
COMMUNICATIONS

Shane Brogan (Vice President Equality and Diversity) reported that nominations for elections to the Students’ Union Council were now open, and that nomination forms and other details were available from the website, the 2nd Floor Reception, or from the Returning Officer, Michael Forde.
5.
NOTICE OF BYE-ELECTIONS
There was none.

6.
ELECTIONS

Further to minute 4, the following was reported on behalf of the Returning Officer:

“Nominations for the following constituencies of the Students’ Union Council are currently open:

Engineering and Physical Sciences


-
18 vacancies


Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences

-
28 vacancies


Medicine, Health and Life Sciences


-
20 vacancies


Postgraduate





-
12 vacancies


Open*






-
10 vacancies


Open First Year*




-
5 vacancies

Online polling (via Queen’s Online) for the above constituencies shall take place on Tuesday 21 October 2008, with the exception of the Open and Open First Year constituencies, for which online polling shall take place on Tuesday 28 October 2008.
Nomination forms for all constituencies and an ‘advice for candidates’ document are now available from the 2nd Floor Reception in the Students’ Union Building, or may alternatively be downloaded from www.qubsu.org

Completed nomination forms must be returned in person to the 2nd Floor Reception in the Students’ Union.  You may be asked to produce your student card in order to confirm your identity.  Completed nomination forms may also be presented to the Returning Officer or the Assistant Returning Officer.

Please note that nominations for the above constituencies (except those denoted by *) close at 5.00 p.m. on Wednesday 15 October 2008.  You should note that withdrawals for the above constituencies (except those denoted by *) close at 1.00 p.m. on the following day (Thursday 16 October 2008).

Please note that nominations for the Open constituency and the Open First Year constituency close at 5.00 p.m. on Wednesday 22 October 2008.  You should note that withdrawals for these two constituencies close at 1.00 p.m. on the following day (Thursday 23 October 2008).”
By order of MICHAEL FORDE (Returning Officer) - mforde03@qub.ac.uk
7.
MOTIONS
7.1
This Union General Meeting (UGM) notes with concern that the University has introduced a new pricing structure at the Physical Education Centre (PEC), and that this pricing structure was introduced without meaningful dialogue having taken place between Queen’s Sport, students and users.

This UGM further notes that the new pricing structure primarily and disproportionally affects student memberships.

This UGM does not, however, believe that the simple imposition of a financial punishment on existing student members represents a just response to a failure to meet a business plan.

This UGM opposes the revised pricing structure and calls for:

(i)
a suspension of the pricing structure in question, and

(ii)
negotiation with the Students’ Union (with input from clubs, users and students) in order to identify a shared strategy for increasing student membership and determining equitable fee levels for student customers at the PEC.  

Proposer :
James Murphy (Vice President Campaigns and 







Communications)

Seconder :
Marc Neil (16885058)
Mr Murphy moved this motion, stating that it was necessary for the Students’ Union to adopt a formal policy position with regard to this issue.

Jonathan McCloy (14585057) spoke for the motion, stating that student users had not been properly consulted with regard to the new pricing structure at the Physical Education Centre (PEC).
Nathan Oliver (15633055) spoke on the motion, stating that he required clarification with regard to what the motion hoped to achieve.  He questioned whether the elected student officers would be able to halt the fees increase and he expressed annoyance that the new pricing structure had been introduced with stealth.  He felt that the University should apologise to its students for the manner in which it had handled this issue.  He was in favour of a levy being charged to all students and he commented that the facilities at the PEC were of a very high standard.
Catherine Hanna (12744069) spoke against the motion, stating her concern that a failure by the PEC to generate sufficient income could result in services being downgraded in terms of, for example, a reduction in the number of specialist staff (e.g. lifeguards) employed and restricted opening hours for the swimming pool.
On a point of information, Mr McCloy stated that the University had produced a flawed business strategy.  He believed that no comparable business could act in such a way without serious repercussions.

Joseph Corina (12942073) spoke for the motion, emphasising that it was the poorest students who would suffer most from an unfair pricing strategy.
Ciarnan Helferty (Union President) spoke on the motion, stating that the Students’ Union was seeking a mandate for action and a negotiating position to take back to the University.  He pointed out that he was extremely disappointed that those representatives of clubs and societies who were happy to disparage the new pricing structure had been unwilling to put their names to the motion.  He specifically named Mr McCloy as one such vocal opponent of the new arrangements.
On a point of order, Mr McCloy stated that it was entirely inappropriate and disgraceful for Mr Helferty to publicly single him out for criticism in this manner, and he expressed his annoyance at the Union President’s contribution to the debate.
Laura Hawthorne (Vice President Community) spoke on the motion, pointing out that the elected officers were keen to ensure that they were reflecting student opinion with regard to this, and indeed all, issues of concern to their electorate.
A proposal to proceed to the vote was carried and, following a summary by Mr Murphy, the motion was unanimously carried.

7.2
This Union General Meeting supports the current Executive Management Committee in negotiating an agreed ‘student levy’ for use of sporting facilities at the Physical Education Centre.

Proposer :
James Murphy (Vice President Campaigns and 







Communications)

Seconder :
Marc Neil (16885058)
Mr Murphy moved this motion, stating that the proposer and seconder of this motion felt that the introduction of an agreed student levy represented the most just way of generating income at the Physical Education Centre (PEC).
Jonathan McCloy spoke for the motion, stating that student levies were in place at other colleges and had proven to be effective and fair.  He stated that the introduction of such a scheme at Queen’s University Belfast would undoubtedly result in a larger number of students embracing a healthy lifestyle as they would be paying for the use of PEC services and facilities in any case.
On a point of information, Catherine Hanna wondered whether the ‘peak’ and ‘off peak’ arrangements would remain in place.  It was the view of Mr McCloy that these would be removed under a ‘student levy’ scheme.
Ms Hanna, speaking on the motion, stated that the introduction of ‘peak’ and ‘off peak’ arrangements had been a measure to reduce queues for exercise machines and to encourage students to use the facilities at traditionally quieter times of the day.  She felt that the introduction of a levy scheme could result in longer queues and a ‘first come first served’ culture.

John Foster (13467077), speaking for the motion, questioned the need for public membership at the PEC and he stated that it should be solely a student facility.
Joseph Corina, speaking on the motion, stated that the issues raised by the most recent speakers were essentially operational decisions that would have to be addressed and resolved by the “well-paid managers within Queen’s Sport”.
A proposal to proceed to the vote was carried and, following a summary by Mr Murphy in which he stated that he would guarantee that full consultation would underpin future decisions of this importance, the motion was clearly carried, with five abstentions recorded.
7.3
This Union notes that the National Union of Students / Union of Students in Ireland (NUS / USI) is planning to campaign in favour of extending the 1967 Abortion Act to Northern Ireland.

This Union believes that NUS / USI should maintain a neutral position in relation to this emotive issue, and should instead facilitate a discussion about the Act amongst students.

Proposer : Shane Brogan (Vice President Equality)


Seconder : Laura Hawthorne (Vice President Community)
Mr Brogan moved the motion, stating that Queen’s University Belfast Students’ Union currently has no live policy with regard to the abortion issue.  He stated that there was, in his opinion, no clear consensus on this matter, either on campus or within local society.  He stated that NUS / USI should also have no definitive position on this issue in the absence of consensus and, instead, the organisation should concentrate its efforts on encouraging debate and creating consensus with regard to this subject.

Claire McCann (10775064), speaking against the motion, stated that this was a highly emotive subject but, notwithstanding the above, students should not seek to hide behind a position of neutrality with regard to difficult issues.  She stated that the motion was effectively stifling debate on this vital issue.

Laura Hawthorne, speaking for the motion, stated that NUS / USI has a limited budget that should be targeted towards campaigns that unite rather than divide the student body.  She stated that there were already many external organisations that were debating this issue, which she described as being “personal”.
Matthew Collins (12888079) spoke against the motion, stating that the abortion issue was a matter of reality for women who have to travel to Great Britain in order to access a procedure that is available in all other parts of the jurisdiction.  He stated that this is a subject of economic concern to women – students and non-students – who cannot afford to travel.  He further stated that all of the major trade unions have adopted a pro-choice position on this issue and that it was very important that Mr Brogan’s motion be rejected.
Sylvester Isang (12813087), speaking on the motion, stated that students should abstain from the debate and, instead, facilitate a wider discussion that would listen to all views.  He emphasised that his personal position was that of opposition to abortion and he expressed concern about the spread of the HIV virus.
Nathan Anderson (12320072), speaking for the motion, indicated that he was pro-life and in favour of women’s rights.  He believed that women in the womb should have the right to life and, accepting that this was an emotive debate, he stated that students should attempt to remain united on this issue.
Marian Duggan (10385053), speaking against the motion, stated that in the event of NUS / USI adopting no position on this issue, the rights and needs of local women would continue to be ignored, as they had been since the introduction of the Act in 1967.
James Murphy, speaking on the motion, stated that the Students’ Union has no position on this issue and he felt that it would be unfair for NUS / USI to attempt to dictate that the Union should share their stance on this matter.

Mark Wilson (9154329), speaking for the motion, stated that he held orthodox Christian beliefs and was completely opposed to the evil of abortion.  He believed that NUS / USI was “a waste of space” which consistently campaigned against the interests and beliefs of many students.  He was confident that, within the context of an open debate on the abortion issue, students would adopt the correct position.
Karly Greene (15857069), speaking on the motion, noted that the last two pro-life speakers had been male and she suggested that it was easy for them to adopt a moralistic viewpoint as they personally would never be in the position of having to deal with an unwanted pregnancy.
Alexandra Hobson (13738054), speaking for the motion, stated that NUS / USI is making assumptions about the views of students.
Will Wyeth (40019011), speaking against the motion, stated that the 1967 Act gives women a choice and he felt that NUS / USI is campaigning on this issue with the aim of giving women a full range of choices and options.
Katie Morgan (President, NUS / USI), speaking on the motion, stated that representatives of Queen’s University Students’ Union and other students’ unions in the region had, in 2006, determined NUS / USI’s position with regard to the abortion issue.  She emphasised that the regional office’s limited budget is not being used in order to support this position, as the priority campaign is currently related to the issue of tuition fees.  She further stated that supporters of the extension of the 1967 Act are clearly seeking parity with the remainder of the United Kingdom.
On a point of information, Mr Brogan stated that NUS / USI’s policy file states that the organisation’s current position is “to encourage and assist” a pro-choice agenda.  Ms Morgan responded that a democratically-agreed priority mandate, which Queen’s University Belfast Students’ Union had input towards, was to work for an extension of the 1967 Act.  She emphasised that NUS / USI was not in the business of “going behind Queen’s’ back”.
Fergus McAleavey (Vice President Welfare), speaking for the motion, stated that an unplanned pregnancy is not always a crisis and he emphasised that fathers-to-be had rights too.  He stated that, if the Students’ Union adopted a position with regard to this matter, this development would divide students.
Kevin Henry (12818062), speaking against the motion, stated that the failure to extend the 1967 Act underpinned the rich / poor division within local society and he reminded listeners that all of the trade unions had no problems in adopting a position with regard to this difficult issue.
Jay Downs (13268074), speaking on the motion, stated that whilst he was involved with NUS / USI, he did not assume a particular position with regard to this issue.  He stated that NUS / USI is a responsive organisation that campaigns on a wide range of matters and students should be aware that NUS / USI is there to support and represent them.
Pauline Chambers (12252034), speaking for the motion, stated that you should not enforce a ‘choice’ upon students if you are truly ‘pro-choice’.  She further stated that an unborn child cannot make a decision, yet it nonetheless has rights, and she expressed her support for a position of neutrality on this matter.
Paul Simpson (15019063), speaking against the motion, stated that the continued failure to extend the 1967 Act was an injustice that should be opposed.
Ciarnan Helferty (Union President), speaking on the motion, stated that his personal position regarding the abortion question was irrelevant and he emphasised that this motion was about the issue of the campaigning priorities of NUS / USI.
Alex Redpath (40001003), speaking for the motion, stated that this was a vote on neutrality rather than a vote on the abortion issue, and also expressed concern about the possible negative impact that a divisive and wide ranging debate on the abortion question might have amongst students.

Sarah Creighton (12051063), speaking on the motion, stated that the Students’ Union is voting to be neutral, pending a debate.  She stated that the question of continued membership of NUS / USI was currently being considered and she wondered about the impact of this debate on that question.
Ruth Foster (12836036), speaking for the motion, stated that it was simply wrong for NUS / USI to campaign in favour of the extension of the 1967 Act.  She stated that the issue of funding or not funding pro-choice organisations was a red herring.  She emphasised that pregnancies are not all crises and that women do have a choice, but this comes at a somewhat earlier stage.


A proposal to proceed to the vote was accepted.
In summary, Mr Brogan stated that this motion would impact upon the Union’s message to NUS / USI regarding campaign priorities.  He further stated that debate on the abortion question should be facilitated by a neutral body, and he noted that many organisations are already engaged in this debate, promoting a wide range of views and opinions.  He emphasised that students would individually choose whether or not to engage in such a debate.


The motion was clearly carried.

8.
DATE OF NEXT MEETING
It was noted that the next Union General Meeting is scheduled to take place on Wednesday 26 November 2008.
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