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QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY BELFAST STUDENTS’ UNION
MINUTES

Meeting of the UNION GENERAL MEETING
held on 19 October 2010 in the Mandela Hall, Students’ Union.



This meeting was attended by approximately 600 student members and an undetermined number of others.  The Union Speaker, Joe Corina, welcomed all attendees, noting that this was the biggest Union General Meeting to have been staged in the Students’ Union premises for many years.  It was agreed that representatives of the media would be permitted to attend the Meeting.
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, held on 8 October 2008 (UGM/M/08/1), were available from the Clerk of the Council; these were agreed as an accurate record of business.
3.
BUSINESS ARISING
There was none.

4.
COMMUNICATIONS

4.1
Welcome from the Queen’s University Belfast Students’ Union President
Gareth McGreevy (Union President) welcomed everyone, pointing out that this Union General Meeting represented the first in a series of events to publicly display the Students’ Union’s opposition to any upward adjustment to the current tuition fees cap.  Mr McGreevy outlined the implications of the Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR), any rise in tuition fee levels and increased unemployment.
The Union President stated that he had invited every local MLA to attend this Union General Meeting and, in response, messages of support had been received from the Alliance Party, the Social Democratic and Labour Party, the Ulster Unionist Party, Sinn Fein and the independent MLA, Dawn Purvis.  Mr McGreevy stated that he had been informed by Lord Wallace Browne (Democratic Unionist Party) of his disappointment at his namesake’s recommendations within the recent Browne Report into funding arrangements for Higher Education.
Mr McGreevy criticised the stance of the University’s Vice Chancellor, Professor Peter Gregson, in relation to the issue of tuition fee levels and he called upon Queen’s to take the voices of its “customers” into account whilst Joanne Stuart (Institute of Directors) was revising her original Review into local funding arrangements for Higher Education.
Mr McGreevy made the following additional points:

· That students and their families should contact their local MLAs and MPs in relation to the issue of tuition fee levels.

· That the student membership at Queen’s and beyond should mobilise in relation to this critical issue.

· That increased fee levels would place debt at the centre of Higher Education debates.

· That independent research should be commissioned into the impact of any rise in tuition fee levels. 
4.2
Welcome from the President of NUS-USI

Ciarnan Helferty (President, NUS-USI) called upon students not to stand idly by, stating that “our future is not for sale”.  He stated that the use of the term “progressive” within the Browne Report was completely inappropriate and represented the biggest example of Orwellian double speak since the publication of “1984”.

Mr Helferty emphasised the unfairness of the recommendations within the Browne Report and he made the following additional points:

· That students were already living with the consequences of the current economic recession.
· That he doubted whether fairness was really at the heart of the UK coalition government’s Higher Education policy.

· That higher tuition fees would be a disaster for students and local MLAs.
· That 265,000 student voters in Northern Ireland would be extremely interested in the actions of local politicians in relation to this issue.

· That an 80% cut in Higher Education teaching funding in England was anticipated.

· That those Higher Education institutions that would be most impacted by cuts would be those with the highest proportion of students from lower socio-economic backgrounds.

· The importance of signing up to the “Vote for Students” pledge.

· That the Business Secretary, Vince Cable, was a former friend of students who was now considering a basic tuition fees level of £7,000.

· That the Deputy Prime Minister, Nick Clegg, in an April 2010 quote, had estimated the likely student debt as being £44,000, stating that “you cannot build a future on debt”.
· That the original Stuart Review had indicated that previous increases in tuition fee levels had not been properly accounted for to date.

· That the original Stuart Review had concluded that there was no basis for any increase in tuition fees in Northern Ireland for the foreseeable future.

5.
NOTICE OF BYE-ELECTIONS


There were none.

6.
ELECTIONS


The following was noted:

That elections for the following constituencies of the Students’ Union Council were taking place today (Tuesday 19 October 2010) between 7.00 a.m. and 5.00 p.m. via Queen’s Online:

Engineering and Physical Sciences


-
18 vacancies


Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences

-
28 vacancies

Postgraduate





-
12 vacancies
7.
MOTIONS
7.1
This Union unequivocally rejects Lord Browne's proposals for the abolition of the cap on fees. 

Together, this Union stands firmly against the very notion of an elitist, two-tier university system.

This Union calls upon Northern Irish politicians to stand up for what is right, at Stormont and at Westminster, and not to simply accede to an English system that they know to be wrong. 

This Union expresses its appreciation of Joanne Stuart's diligence in compiling a Review into higher education funding that does not seek to institutionalise the debt-fuelled misery of students and the families of students and graduates.

This Union calls upon all citizens across Northern Ireland, regardless of creed or background, to place direct pressure on their local representatives to stand against this intolerable proposal. 

Finally, this Union calls upon students across the UK, across Northern Ireland, and throughout this campus to do their utmost in helping the NUS, the NUS-USI, students' unions, political parties and civil society to fight for what is right, fair and reasonable in a university system that we will likely next encounter as parents and providers.
  
   Proposer – Lorcan Mullen (40007853)

            Seconder – Fiona Kidd (17065062)
Lorcan Mullen formally moved the motion.
Stephen Muckle spoke for the motion, pointing out that postgraduate students could not access either student loans or maintenance loans.  He stated that, if increased fee levels are introduced, student numbers would fall and academic standards would slip.
Fiona Kidd spoke for the motion, stating that the presence of so many students at the Union General Meeting said so much more than she could say in any speech.
Sadie Fulton spoke on the motion, stating that the Students’ Union should be calling for much more and that the position of the national students’ unions should be to demand the total abolition of tuition fees.  She stated that education was a right and that the obvious campaigning momentum that had gathered should not be wasted. 
Stephen Agnew (Green Party) spoke for the motion, stating that the Browne recommendations represented a policy that was driven by ideology rather than necessity and noting that it was a Labour government that had introduced the policy of 50% participation in Higher Education.  Mr Agnew pointed out that, at the time, the Conservative opposition had opposed this participation policy.  He stated that Joanne Stuart was absolutely correct when she pointed out the Northern Ireland did not have to slavishly follow policies that were being implemented in England, and he pointed out that the local block grant arrangements could be an advantage in relation to the issue of tuition fees as they offered greater flexibility.
Paddy Meehan spoke on the motion, stating that the Students’ Union needed to have a practical strategy that extended far beyond today’s Union General Meeting and planned demonstration.  He called upon students to support the forthcoming trade unions’ action on 23 October 2010.  On a point of information, Ciarnan Helferty reported that NUS-USI was collaborating with the trade unions in relation to this action.
Mr Meehan stated that we already had a two-tier system in place for Higher Education and he noted that many thousands of students had been unable to secure a university place in recent years.  He suggested that the abolition of Trident and greater taxation of the richest people in the UK would be a fairer way of addressing national budgetary deficits.

A proposal to proceed to the vote was agreed and the motion was clearly carried.

Kevin Doherty (Irish Congress of Trade Unions) was permitted to speak in relation to the forthcoming trade union activity of 23 October 2010.  Mr Doherty made the following additional points:
· That students could not win the campaign against increased tuition fees alone.

· That all unions must stand together in opposition to government cutbacks.

· That the current level of debt represented 70% of the UK’s gross domestic product (GDP), whilst the level of government debt in 1946 was 200% of GDP.
· That, despite the 1946 level of debt, it had nonetheless been possible to create the welfare state and a world class national health service.

· That saddling students with debt levels that could drive them out of the country was not the answer.

· That the true nature of the coalition government in the UK was now visible for all to see.

· That the real answer to current government debt was an appropriate taxation system.

Ciarnan Helferty outlined a series of next steps in relation to the campaign against increased tuition fees, including:

· Support for the ICTU action on 23 October 2010.
· Participation in the Union of Students in Ireland (USI) protest in Dublin on 3 November 2010.

· Participation in the National Union of Students (NUS) protest in London on 10 November 2010.

8.
DATE OF NEXT MEETING
To be confirmed.
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