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Report of Vice-President Equality and Diversity


1. Introduction

Before you read any further, I’ll give you a quick warning – this may take longer to finish than you think! 

As my position is a new one that replaced or shared the responsibilities of five of the old non-sabbatical posts (postgraduate, mature, international, women’s right and cultural affairs), I thought it was necessary to give Council a more detailed report than what is normally submitted so as to keep Councillors informed with what the new post has entailed, especially given that the groups I am responsible for are so diverse and under-represented that their issues may not be raised fully in any other way. Given the wide range of things that falls under my remit, this format will also allow me to explain better what is being done in a more transparent and user-friendly way.

First off let me just name the groups that I have considered falling under my remit, some are mentioned explicitly in the Constitution, some come under equality legislation like Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, while others are specific to university environments; namely they are: mature’ students; lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender students (LGBT); international students; students from ethnic, religious and political groups; students with disabilities; student parents/guardians and carers; part-time students; postgraduate students, and (quite oddly) women.

This report is divided into a number of sections covering committees, group-specific issues, diversity issues, general equality issues, campaigns and other. If there is anything at all that you would like to know more about, please don’t hesitate to contact me at su.vpequality@qub.ac.uk.
 
2. 	Committees, Sub-Committees and Working Groups

I have attended the following meetings since the last Statutory Meeting of the Council (***reports to follow):

Students’ Union committees:
· Executive Management Committee
· Management Board
· Union General Meeting
· Students’ Union Redevelopment Implementation Group (SURIG)

University committees:
· Disability Forum ***
· Widening Participation Policy Implementation Group (WPPIG) ***
· St Patrick’s Day Festival ***
· St Patrick’s Day Steering Sub-group

National Union committees:
· NUS-USI Regional Council ***
· Equality Liberation Committee ***
· LGBT Liberation Committee ***
· Disabled Liberation Committee ***
· Women’s Liberation Committee ***
· USI National Council ***
· NUS Extraordinary Conference ***
· NUS-USI Policy Review Sub-group

Other committees:
· South Belfast Roundtable on Racism

3. 	Group-specific Issues

3.1	Mature Students
	Work completed: 
· spoke at induction for mature students in September about the Union and what it does
· met with Widening Participation Unit (WPU), given access to email database of all mature students at Queen’s (all those aged 21 and over)
· organised special induction to Queen’s Online for mature students

Work ongoing:
· trying to re-establish the Mature Students’ Society (MSS) which collapsed over the summer
· continued liaison with WPU 

Work planned:
· events with MSS such as inter-varsity hosted by NUI Maynooth
· evaluation of what courses and training needs to be offered to mature students to ensure an equal playing field

3.2	LGBT Students
	Work completed:
· meetings with LGBT Society at Queen’s
· ‘LGBT Day’ including outside support organisation (Rainbow Project) and NUS-USI

Work ongoing:
· continued liaison with the LGBT Society regarding campaigns

Work planned:
· support leaflet for LGBT students and those confused about their sexuality, focusing on what’s available in-campus

3.3	International Students
	Work completed:
· spoke at both induction for international students (full-degree and exchange students)
· met with acting head of International Office
· meetings with the International Office, International Friendship Association (IFA) and Elms Village Community Youth Workers about welcome events
· raised issue of lack of facilities outside Britain to provide biometric evidence for visa students who now need ID cards (lobbying has now led to centres in Belfast and Armagh)
· installation on satellite dish for international channels in The Space
· dealt with international students facing various issues regarding their visas
· met with most of the societies that represent international students specifically on Tuesday 25 November as part of the Equality and Diversity Forum
	Work ongoing:
· planning of welcome events with IFA and Elms Village for new international students in January
· working with Queen’s Radio about dedicating Saturdays to programmes for and by international students
	Work planned:
· meeting with the newly appointed International Student Adviser
· survey of what type of things international students would like to see organised at the weekends

3.4	Students with Disabilities
	Work completed:
· meeting with head of the Disability Service
· spoke at induction for new students registered with the Service
· disability access review of building carried out, with only one major point outstanding (push-button for The Space), with special thanks to Anthony Hegarty
· as of September all Union publications are now available in a wide range of alternative formats

Work ongoing:
· charges for dyslexia assessments, who pays these and how students are reimbursed
· leaflet gearing the Union and what it does to students with disabilities

	Work planned:
· examination of how to better integrate some students with disabilities into the wider student body
· ‘Disability Day’ to raise awareness

3.5	Student Parents/Guardians and Carers
	Work completed:
· meeting with head of the Childcare Service

	Work ongoing:
· liaising with the Service about the Union paying for crèche staff to mind the children of student parents during Council meetings as incentive to encourage participation in the Union

	Work planned:
· Christmas party for student parents and their children, to serve as a way of starting a conversation with this group
· further investigation into a funding system which would seem to point at the exclusion of carers entering full-time education and vice versa

3.6	Part-time Students	
Work planned:
· liaison with Widening Participation Unit and survey to investigate the needs of this section of the student body, a group that has trebled in the space of a year

3.7	Postgraduate Students
	Work completed:
· meetings with Postgraduate Office
· spoke at all four inductions for new postgraduate students
· meetings with the Postgraduate Students’ Association (PGSA)

Work ongoing:
· leaflet showing what is available in the Union that may be of interest/help to postgraduate students
· assisting the PGSA in events it is organising

Work planned:
· visit to Halls to survey postgraduates on what kind of events that they want the Union to organise
· work on issues surrounding training and funding that many postgraduates face as well as the high drop-out rates
· ‘Postgraduate Fair’ in conjunction with the Enterprise and Societies Coordinator and PGSA

3.8	Women Students
	Work completed:
· ‘Women’s Day’ featuring NUS-USI, Women into Politics, Victim Support and Women’s Aid
· panel discussion as part of Political Activism Week

Work ongoing:
· coordination of the ’16 Days of Action to Stop Violence Against Women’ with QUB Amnesty International
· ‘Women into Politics’ course provided in conjunction with the group of the same name and accredited to Degree Plus
 
Work planned:
· research into ways of improving representation, including postivie discrimination options

3.9	Religious and Political Groups
	Work completed:
· all ‘chaplains’ contacted about Council elections
· meeting with the four ‘Elmwood chaplains’
· meeting with Belfast Islamic Centre

Work planned:
· examination of the treatment of both sections of the community by the Union, and the believe by some that the Union is still a ‘cold-house’

4.	General Equality Issues

4.1	Love Music Hate Racism: have worked with a number of extremely hardworking students who have organised the first major gig and talk this side of the Irish Sea for 24 November, as well as sourcing all the funding themselves for the event. They will be seeking to become a recognised society from Council at the first statutory meeting.

4.2	Education without Discrimination is the name that I have given to our equivalent of the NUS-USI Liberation Committees that involves the four awareness days (three names above plus ‘General Equality’), the Bullying Suck survey as well as our attempts to tackle hate crime both on campus and in the wider community. As part of it, I’ve had several meetings with the Equality Commission and the PSNI Hate Crime team.

4.3	Equality and Diversity Forum: the structure and operations of this have now been approved by Executive Management Committee. It is intended that there will be sub-groups for each of those mentioned above and will report to Council through the Community, Equality and Diversity Committee. The first meeting was the International Students’ Forum on Tuesday 25 November, while the Postgraduate Forum was on Thursday 27 November.

4.4	Equal Opportunities Unit: I have held a number of meetings with EOU about the equality set-up within the University which has seen the EMC formally adopt Queen’s Equality and Diversity Policy. It is hoped that a policy specific to the Students’ Union will be brought before Council before Easter and will have input from students as well as NUS-USI, the Equality Commission and the EOU.

4.5	South Belfast Roundtable: both the VP Community and I are members of this organisation which brings together almost two dozen groups who work to tackle discrimination in all its forms in the wider University area. The group also runs training such as ‘Ending Hate’, which it is hoped will be offered to Councillors soon. They’ve also developed the Shared History Project which has been in the Union, and shoes the experiences of some of the immigrants who live in the area

4.6	Improving Council Representation: in an attempt to improve the representation of students in Council a comprehensive strategy was implemented to try and increase representation. Representation for some sections did approve and a report on the strategy should be brought to Council soon. As part of the strategy the Equal Opportunity profiles of candidates will be compiled by the Planning Office, with the final statistics being returned to the Union so as to give an over-view of what sections need to be targeted better.

4.7	Complaints: through my role as Equality Officer, I have had a number of students come forward to make complaints against a number of University Services and Schools, and the Union. Two of these were taking forward through the Student Complaints Procedure. 

5.	Diversity/Cultural Issues

5.1	St Patrick’s Day Festival: this year has seen the Student’s Union take over the organisation of the Festival with a steering group chaired by the VP Community. It will last from Sunday 15 to Tuesday 17 March and I am working with Laura around ensuring that their is a drink free alternative available during the day with cultural and other societies as well as community groups to make use of facilities such as The Space, Enterprise Centre and foyer.

5.2	International Culture Fortnight: this has been organised to coincide with the Chinese New Year, the arrival of international students on exchange programmes as well as the return of all students after the break for Christmas and exams. It will take place from 25 January to 6 February and more than twenty societies have been approached to come up with ways that celebrate world culture through music, dance, language, food, etc. There is also interest from the Equal Opportunities Unit about being involved, external groups like the Chinese Welfare Association, as well as non-cultural societies/groups such as Love Music Hate Racism and SIFE.

6.	Other Campaigns/Initiatives

6.1	16 Days of Action to Stop Violence Against Women is an international campaign organised by Amnesty International. In light of the University of Ulster survey findings during the summer it was decided to use this as an opportunity to tackle attitudes and is being coordinated by myself and Amnesty. There is involvement from Women’s Aid, Victim Support, the Debating Society and a number of male sporting clubs. The campaign runs from 25 November to 10 December.

The 16 Days Campaign was just a number of a substantial number of steps taking by the Union to the increased profile giving to attacks in the area.

6.2	World AIDS Day takes place on 1 December and both the VP Welfare and myself are coordinating a committee that involves a number of groups including QUB Greens, Amnesty International, Oxfam and RAG. The day will be marked with awareness raising through free condoms and information, raising money for AIDS support groups and a balloon release to mark the victims of this disease. The HIV Support Centre will be in the Union on the following day to further increase awareness.

6.3	Abortion: as part of the Policy File Review of NUS-USI, it came to our attention that it was technically a pro-choice organisation. As we were unsure if this accurately reflected the views of all Queen’s students, a UGM was held which called for NUS-USI to adopt a neutral stance on the issue. A new motion reflecting this has been tabled for an Extraordinary Conference of NUS-USI to take place on Friday 28 November. To reflect the Union’s position, I organised groups representing both sides of the debate to come in to old events, while the conversation that was started was reflected in the student media and the news that two societies are to be set up

7.	Other
	
The following is a brief list of some of the other things that I have also been involved in since taking up post:
· ‘Meet Your Neighbour Minute’
· attended District Policing Partnership
· QSIS petition
· Represented Union at reception hosted by Mary McAlesse to mark centenary of Irish Universities Act
· Helped get 600 signatures to hold referendum on continued membership of NUS-USI
· attended school talk in Warrenpoint about why students should choose Queen’s
· spoke at induction for Head Start project for students from under-privileged backgrounds
· ran Union stands at Freshers’ Bazaar and University Open Days
· meeting with the Executive of Stranmillis University College
· attended ‘Supporting Victims of Sexual and Domestic Abuse’ training (should take place again as part of 16 Days of Action)
· meeting with Trinity College Dublin Students’ Union about plans to build their first union
· met with a number of international students from Human Rights Centre about helping them organise an event to mark sixty years of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights on 10 December
· helped with responsible drinking DVD
· presented evidence to the Election Court on the first postgraduate election
· represented Students’ Union during summer graduation
· met Bruce Robinson, head of the Civil Service
· meeting with student members of Academic Board

8.	Conclusion

The first five months have been quite hectic, and the issues that need to be dealt with are often slow to progress because it is such a wide remit. Going forward my priorities are to focus on the two cultural festivals at the beginning of next semester, to develop the Education without Discrimination Campaign, the adoption by Council of a new Equality and Diversity Policy, the smooth operation of the Equality and Diversity Forum and the creation of a detailed strategy for improving the representation of minority and over-looked groups at all levels of the Union. I’ll also be hoping to improve the participation of certain groups, in particular international students, and will be investigating whether recommendations from the National Student Forum and the Equality Challenge Unit could be implemented here.

If your reading of the above has given you any other thoughts than “did he really need to take that long to say all that?”, then please do get in touch with me, whether it’s positive or negative, as it’s the only way that we can ensure that the new positions live up to the expectations and needs of students.



SHANE BROGAN
Vice-President Equality and Diversity
