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Report of the Union President


1.	SSCCs - Update
	
The process of visiting every School and Faculty has now been completed, with a meeting having taken place with Engineering and Physical Sciences in February. Although this meeting was not as productive as the others, the Students’ Union will now be drawing up its suggestions on the reforms necessary to ensure working SSCCs in each School. These proposals will be taken through the Academic Board and Education Committee in the next few weeks and will be ready for implementation at the beginning of the next academic year.

2.	Clubs and Societies Review

The Clubs and Societies Review has now been approved by the Students’ Union Management Board and endorsed by the University Operating Board. The Review will see the creation of an additional two club rooms on the third floor, as well as the introduction of an easier and more joined up form of administration and support from the Students’ Union. A further review of Clubs and Societies Section of the Income and Student Finance Office will be complete by the end of May.

The outcomes of the Review will be presented to the Clubs and Societies Forums and the Clubs, Societies and Student Development Committee, who will have the opportunity to feed in to the Review, which shall be a ‘living document’.

3.	Commercial performance

The performance of the Union’s Bars and Entertainments has been continued to be an issue in the first few months of 2010. It is currently predicted that bar sales will be £220,000 lower than budgeted for, which would have created a deficit of £50,000. Following the presentation of these results and emergency meeting of the Executive Management Committee was held which issued a memo to the Director of the Students’ Union highlighting their concern of the performance of the Bars and Entertainments Departments.

Following this memo, further work has been carried out to ensure the Union ends up at a break-even position, while we are looking at ways that the Union can return to the previously forecasted surplus of around £40,000, the current forecast is around £6,000.

Corrective action has been taken to ensure sustainability including a radical overhaul of the product offered including DJs, pricing and promotions. As part of this process, everything has been evaluated, including part-time staffing, this has resulted in a substantial reduction in shifts for some part-time employees. A more strategic review of staffing is currently taking place.

4.	Students’ Union Redevelopment Implementation Group

As previously reported, a special committee (SURIG) was established during the redevelopment of the Students’ Union which had final control over the profits of the Union’s bars and entertainments. The last meeting of this committee took place on 23 February 2010. This has now been replaced by the Students’ Union Resources and Development Sub-Group which shall report directly to the Management Board. The new Sub-Group will also have ordinary student representation for the first time as well.

5.	University Debt Procedures

It is current policy for the University to withhold degree scripts from students who still have outstanding debts, including tuition fees, accommodation and library charges. The Students’ Union has opposed this policy using legal advice it has received and recent court and Office of Fair Trading actions taking against two Universities.

The Students’ Union objections were:
(i)	The withholding of a degree script limits the chance of a student entering into full-time employment and so prolongs the period before a student is in a position to repay the debt;
(ii)	The contract a student signs when becoming a student is entirely separate to the contract signed when they enter into student accommodation. The OFT has previously ruled that linking these two is unfair and conflates the University’s role as education provider and landlord;
(iii)	The legal advice seen by the Students’ Union has informed the University that degree scripts should only be withheld for proportional charges, and that this does not apply to library charges.

The Students’ Union has been successful in securing a complete review of the procedure from the University Operating Board, which it is hoped will endorse the Union’s view on this issue.

6.	Module Evaluations

Through the Directors of Education Forum, the Union has raised the issue of the module evaluation questionnaires completed by students. It has been agreed that the current system needs to be overhauled with an increased focus on ensuring that students are involved in the process of considering the comments contained in the evaluations; that the number of questionnaires is cut down by using technology and that students are made aware of the average scores received by modules in the questionnaires as well as action that has been taken to address the issues raised by previous cohorts.

7.	Board of Visitors

The Students’ Union has used the publication by the Office of the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education in England and Wales, of its ‘Pathway Report, reviewing the first five years of the OIA and the strategy for the next five, to renew our campaign to have the visitorial system replaced in Northern Ireland. The issue has been raised with the Vice-Chancellor and its hoped a larger discussion of the report will be held in the next few weeks.

The Board of Visitors is made up of a panel of judges (who are normally graduates of Queen’s or Ulster), and are the last line of appeal against a University decision within higher education. The system was replaced by the independent and more efficient OIA in England and Wales around the time of the introduction of top-up fees.

The Union is campaigning for Northern Ireland to be brought into line with the rest of the UK either by the role of the OIA being extended to Northern Ireland, or the Office of the Northern Ireland Assembly Ombudsman being extended to include higher education, similar to the Scottish model.

8.	NUS-USI

Following the motion passed at the last meeting of the Council, a number of meetings have been held with other local unions and the two national unions. Through these discussions, it has been agreed that there should be an autonomous national union in Northern Ireland. This Union will still have strong links to both NUS and USI, however crucially it will be legally separate and will have a Board of Trustees dominated by local students.

As part of the negotiations, it has also been agreed that a new Strategic Plan for the organisation will be developed which local Unions will drive. Both national unions have agreed to the establishment of a subvention to NUS-USI for the first time with NUS paying £16,000 plus allowing all profits from the NUS Extra card to remain in the region. USI will contribute €10,000.

9.	Awards

The Students’ Union Awards have been scheduled to be held on Tuesday 4 May. The Awards are aimed at celebrating students who make a positive contribution to life at the University and the wider area, and will combine a number of award ceremonies that were previously separate. The categories will include clubs and societies, volunteering and student development, student representatives and media.

The Students’ Union has also secured the introduction of three new teaching awards, which provide students with an opportunity to reward good quality teachers. Six nominations (either individually or as a group) are necessary to be put forward a member of staff for the awards, with one award for each Faculty.

10.	The Gown

The Clubs and Societies Review has necessitated the re-location of all offices on the third floor to new shared offices elsewhere in the building. This has included The Gown. The Students’ Union has taken this opportunity to negotiate a new legal agreement between the independent student newspaper and the Union, and what both parties can expect from the other. This agreement will be submitted to the Students’ Union Management Board for endorsement on 10 March 2010.

A number of issues were raised by staff and officers about articles in The Gown which were perceived to be unprofessional, based on these concerns, the Vice-Presidents Education, Clubs and Societies and Equality and Diversity brought forward a proposal to remove the paper from the building. This was deemed inappropriate given the discussions that were taking place with The Gown. It was instead agreed that The Gown be suspended until the meeting of the Management Board.

11.	Culture and Arts

As part of efficiency savings, the University has recently announced a restructuring of its academic support directorates, with a reduction from nine to eight. This will see marketing, recruitment and culture and arts become part of Student Plus, which includes the Students’ Union, Queen’s Sport and Queen’s Accommodation.

As part of the re-structure the Students’ Union is currently drafting a short paper on student expectations from the Culture and Arts unit (which includes the QFT, the Belfast Festival and the Naughton Gallery). This will also include increased support for clubs and societies involved in culture and arts.

Related to this, the Students’ Union is currently working with the QUB Players to secure funding for the development of a student drama performance space in the old snack bar at the PEC.

12.	Travel Plan

The Students’ Union is currently working with the Estates Directorate to ensure a student element within the University’s Travel Plan 2011-16. This follows a 50% increase in the number of students driving to University since the first Travel Plan in 2005. A number of initiatives are currently being investigated include a review of bus routes, discounted bus tickets, car sharing and other forms of transport.

13.	Electoral Office for Northern Ireland

The Students’ Union has met with the Electoral Office to try and encourage more students to register in advance of the upcoming general election. The deadline for normal registration is 9 March and students are entitled to vote in South Belfast or in their home constituencies. Registration has been promoted through a number of all-student emails, as well as part of the Students’ Union elections.

14.	Committees attended

SUC/P/10/11
· 
· Academic Board
· Directors of Education Forum
· NUS National Executive Council
· NUS-USI Regional Council
· NUS-USI Bilateral Committee
· Supporting Student Attainment Sub-Group
· Student Debt Procedures Review Group
· Students’ Union Executive Management Committee
· Students’ Union Management Board
· Students’ Union Redevelopment Implementation Group
· Students’ Union Standing Committee
· USI National Council
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