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QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY BELFAST

Students’ Union Council
14 December 2010
Report of the Students’ Union President

1. Introduction
Since the last Council meeting (2 weeks ago), we have seen a very busy time in relation to the situation surrounding student tuition fees in Northern Ireland. Some people have criticised the workings of the Students’ Union in relation to this and I would like to refute any claims that the Students’ Union has not been proactive or functional on this issue – indeed we have been leading the way and engaging in talks with those who are going to be making the policy and ensuring that the University are held to account.

2. Student Fees issues

The week before I attended Westminster to visit our MPs and Vince Cable, I rang all MP offices in Northern Ireland to find out who would be in attendance for the vote and indeed what way they would be attending. This was the result (see table):

Sinn Fein – Even though we all knew their stance etc, I rang just to confirm to make sure that we aren’t accused of assuming. They recognize this as a devolved matter and stated party policy and would have to hold special Ard Fheis.

DUP office of Jim Shannon said that ALL DUP MPs have been instructed to attend the vote. DUP office of William McCrea and Jeffrey Donaldson said the information from the Universities has been greatly appreciated. 
While on the phone to a certain DUP office I had been told about the lobbying the University had been doing and being quite annoyed about this asked for a copy of the documentation from Queen’s. They said they would have to see whether they could make it available to me. I said that failure to produce the material would result in a press release from the Students’ Union in relation to this. They came back within half an hour with the documentation. I cross referenced this with several MP offices who confirmed the correspondence as was received from the University:

Queen’s University and Future Funding of Higher Education in Northern Ireland
 
You will be aware the discussion on funding of higher education is moving apace.     As Westminster prepares to vote on the coalition government’s proposals next Thursday and the Northern Ireland Assembly seeks to formulate an appropriate Northern Ireland solution, you may find it useful to have sight of a paper recently submitted by Queen’s to the Assembly’s Employment and Learning Committee.  The paper, entitled The Impact of Higher Education in Northern Ireland, can be accessed at: http://www.qub.ac.uk/temp/finalDELcommitteepaper24nov.pdf. Section 4 sets out the University’s views on the future funding of higher education in Northern Ireland.  
 
As the debate gathers momentum the University will continue to press the following points: 
 
·      Queen’s strongly supports the need for continued public investment in higher education so that we can continue to offer high quality provision in Northern Ireland which is nationally and globally competitive; 
·      We remain firmly committed to fair participation and widening access;
·      We believe that all subjects, including Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, should receive some element of public funding, in contrast to the proposals of the coalition government.
 
The University recognises that the current economic climate, and associated budgetary pressures, facing all government departments cannot be ignored.  If public funding of higher education is cut in the forthcoming budget, the shortfall will have to be met through increased graduate contributions.  Throughout the discussions, the University remains committed to three key principles:
 
·        higher education should remain free at the point of delivery;
·        graduate repayments should be linked to earnings, not debt;
·        the threshold at which graduate repayments begin should be raised.
 
The University is committed to working constructively with all stakeholders to ensure that we find the best solution for Northern Ireland. If you would like more information or a meeting to discuss higher education funding issues please contact me
It was great to note that our consultation and meeting with MPs had ensured that all MPs from Northern Ireland were, for one of the first times ever, voting as a block against proposals in Westminster. 

	MP
	Constituency
	Party
	Attending Vote

	Gerry Adams
	Belfast West
	Sinn Féin
	No

	Gregory Campbell
	East Londonderry
	DUP
	Yes

	Nigel Dodds
	Belfast North
	DUP
	Yes

	Pat Doherty
	West Tyrone
	Sinn Féin
	No

	Jeffrey Donaldson
	Lagan Valley
	DUP
	Yes 

	Mark Durkan
	Foyle
	SDLP
	Yes

	Michelle Gildernew
	Fermanagh and South Tyrone
	Sinn Féin
	No

	Sylvia, Lady Hermon
	North Down
	Independent
	Yes

	Naomi Long
	Belfast East
	Alliance
	Yes

	William McCrea
	South Antrim
	DUP
	No – ill health 

	Alasdair McDonnell
	Belfast South
	SDLP
	Yes

	Martin McGuinness
	Mid Ulster
	Sinn Féin
	No

	Conor Murphy
	Newry and Armagh
	Sinn Féin
	No

	Ian Paisley, Jr.
	North Antrim
	DUP
	Yes

	Margaret Ritchie
	South Down
	SDLP
	Yes

	Jim Shannon
	Strangford
	DUP
	Yes

	David Simpson
	Upper Bann
	DUP
	Yes

	Sammy Wilson
	East Antrim
	DUP
	Yes

	Total Number of Attendees
	12/18 – Voting against


On Tuesday 5th December, I travelled to Westminster along with Adrian Kelly (UUSU), Ciarnan Helferty (NUS-USI) and Lady Sylvia Hermon (Independent MP) to meet the Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), Mr Vince Cable. 

We articulated why we, and the students of Northern Ireland, did not support the increase in tuition fees to £9,000 as it would be increasing the burden of debt on our young people. This would have massive detrimental implications for Northern Ireland as one third of our young people who participate in Higher Education from Northern Ireland study in other parts of the United Kingdom, and it is the Northern Ireland Assembly that has to fund this. The increase in fees would be met by increased costs to the Executive – from between £30million up to £90million. We also explained that we felt it would have a negative impact on the ability of students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds to attend and receive third level education.

We also raised our concern at the speed that the proposed increase was being put to a vote. We explained our fears in that it is only the increase in fees that is being voted on, and not the levels of support and assistance that students can expect. On the point that it would deter students from third level education, Mr Cable explained that under the new system, University would be free at the point of entry. In reply, we explained that, although we were aware of this, students would still be aware that they would be leaving University with masses of debt which they would be repaying over the following thirty years – a mortage! We raised the issue of why the proposed increases appeared as being rushed through to a vote. In response, he explained that this was because Universities needed to publish prospectus with course costs included. In turn we asked if the support mechanisms that will be in place to help students should not be included. To this we were told that they would be put in place in the New Year.

Vince Cable said he would rather take an inclusive package option forward, but due to legislation, this was the way that issues were progressed. This is not good enough and quite shocking. When asked if his department would be supportive of the Northern Ireland Executive being able to set their own interest rates on the loan repayments and the threshold that repayments could start at, he was unsure. Mr Cable told us that this question had not been asked before and would need to be investigated! If three student leaders are the first to ask this question (which, if the answer was “yes”, would alter the situation we are currently in and are facing), just two days before our MPs, along with others, vote on the proposed increase, it begs the question, what have our Northern Ireland DEL Ministers been doing? The same question could be asked of all our Northern Ireland Ministers and Representatives. We found this extremely shocking and worrying.

Thankfully, Lady Hermon was then able to ask that Mr Cable to investigate this issue and report back to the DEL Minister, Mr Danny Kennedy and also Mr Peter Robinson and Mr Martin McGuiness (First and Deputy First Ministers).

At the end of our meeting, we asked Vince Cable how he planned to vote and he told us he supported the proposals and would vote in favour. This was what we expected from the beginning, but at least we raised a number of issues and were able to give a Northern Ireland student perspective on the issue to him.
I met with several MPs after this meeting and on the following day as well as carrying out media engagements about HE Funding.
On the 9th December, the date of the vote in Westminster, it was with great disappointment I was in consistent correspondence with the media in relation to the protest at City Hall which police, media and students had reported on turning violent. I issued a press release and also appeared on the news live at 10.30 and had several interviews. I would like to reiterate the point that I and the student executive and our colleagues in other student movements will condemn any violent actions. Any move to undermine the hard work and dedication of those who are currently working so hard on this issue is to be condemned. That evening we heard the DEL Minister coming out and criticising students and the student movement and calling for their response. We also were contacted by politicians to express their annoyance over the incident at the City Hall. On what was a very important issue and we could have articulated some very important points which would have been hard hitting to Northern Ireland live on television, instead we had to deal with attacks launched by the press on the student body. We will continue our campaign well into 2011 and the Students’ Union is committed to ensuring that this campaign is successful and so far we believe we are making extremely positive progress.

It was with great concern I noted the Russell Group Press Release on the rise in student tuition fees and sent this letter to professor Gregson:

Dear Professor Gregson,

 

It was with great regret that I read a concerning press statement from the Russell Group this morning condoning the astronomical amounts of debt that the coalition government have transfered onto an entire generation of young people. This body is well known to incorporate Queen's University and it would responsible for the University to issue a press release, based on the sentiments of what you have articulated through your all student email and indeed have stated in public this week at the graduation ceremonies, to distance Queen's from this unfortunate and very concerning statement. It has called these measures "great value." Obviously with Joanne Stuart's original view and conclusions on her evidence based report - students currently are not seeing the value with the current fee structure never mind a tripling of that price. The student body will not accept the argument that this vote yesterday will only affect institutions in England as it will also have a direct effect on any funding available for our domestic Universities, both Queen's, the member colleges and University of Ulster. Indeed when talking to Joanne Stuart last night she shared my sentiments, however went even further to say that our Department of Employment and Learning could be even worse off than the Student movement in Northern Ireland are articulating. We will also not accept any point that the Russell Group is an independent organisation as you have previously stated as in their mission statement they say, "The Russell Group represents 20 leading UK universities" so in essence their press release is representing their members' views - I could go even further and say they are representing Queen's University, however I have been assured this is not your view and feel that the University owe a duty to their governing body to distance themselves from such remarks which currently contravene Queen's University's stance. 

 

I look forward to hearing from you.

 

Kind Regards,

Gareth McGreevy


This week will see me meeting with Joanne Stuart in relation to providing evidence for the review of her independent review.

I have also been working on the Don’t Double my Debt campaign and also the All I want for Christmas Campaign which I founded along with the VP Campaigns. I would encourage all councilors to each get 10 people to fill in a postcard to help get our point across.
3.
International Office

I have sat on the panel for the post of head of International Student Support. This post is now being reviewed and I am part of this as we move forward to see what is truly needed within the international office.

4. 
Annual Fund Application
I have submitted an Annual fund application for a mobile/smart phone application. Communication plays a vital tool in reaching out to students and enhancing the Student Experience at Queen’s. Over the past number of years, Queen’s as an institution and Queen’s Students’ Union as a membership organisation have both been looking to develop an application for mobile telephones and computers in order to alleviate problems that students may have and to add to the Student Experience. A select number of Universities throughout the United Kingdom have developed an application like this with The University of Lancashire and John Moore’s University, Liverpool being notable institutions. This is currently a trend in Universities and Colleges across the United States of America. 

In order to enhance navigation around campus and to address issues that are constantly brought to the Students’ Union’s attention, we have decided to develop a mobile application device which will include the following:

Maps - A list of teaching Rooms and a map of the University campus that will be available from the touch of a mobile phone. We constantly get queries from students who cannot find listed rooms and teaching facilities – we can tie in with room bookings on this.

Events – Taking whatsonatqueens one step further and having it at the touch of a mobile phone will help promote events happening on campus from external events to QFT to Queen’s Sport to the Naughton Gallery and to Clubs and Society Events

Library – The opening hours of the facility as well as the number of computer points available will all be accessible on the application as well as helping to get across messages such as the Library Charter which we are currently developing with the library to ensure a positive working environment within the library.

Email Access and Timetabling – We will build in a login access to Queen’s Online and the general system so that students can access their timetable and email account. This will also facilitate examination timetables.

Alumni – In order to bridge a gap that currently exists between Alumni and the University we would like to see a feature for Alumni in the application where they can find out about QGA/QWGA/Convocation events and how to keep their Alma Mater up to date about what they are doing with their life beyond Queen’s. This an opportunity for the Alumni Department to feed in to articulate what they would like to see.

News – This will keep the viewers updated on the news around campus as well as the opportunities available to them – for example – job opportunities in relation to the QUB Jobshop and any volunteering opportunities as well as student and university successes. 

Students’ Union – There will be information on events on employability, Enterprise SU, SU Media, Clubs and Societies, opening hours, events and promotions, catering facilities in the Students’ Union and around campus, ATM information as well as any FAQ that we continually receive. 

The free app will be aimed at welcoming new arrivals to our hallowed halls and will be available for download from the App Store and other App providers and will keep students up to date with the latest news and events around campus, help them find their way around campus and specific areas close buy, find out how many computer spaces are available in different buildings, promote opening hours and will also provide a floor plan of the MacClay Library and the Students’ Union as well as letting users login to Qcat, QSIS, QOL and their Queen’s email account.  This application will aim to bring a virtual campus community to the touch of a screen on SMARTphones.  

5. Other work: 

- Attended the Winter Graduation ceremonies and events surrounding this

- Attended Queen’s Sports events 

- Sweep with VC and Director of Student Plus and The Registrar

- Sweep with the Director of Academic and Student Affairs

- Sweep with PVC Education and Students.

- Met with Conor Kane re Sponsorship opportunities

- Following up on Bank of Ireland Sponsorship opportunities that I have started over the Summer.

- Student Fees subgroup

- Assisting with the Educational Enhancement Process training for students and ensuring that the SU had representation at the Music EEP Panel.

- Negotiated the most reasonable option on fee level for accommodation in Queen’s accommodation. Given the increase in public living etc, rates for QUB Accommodation will rise below the line of inflation at 3%

- Compiled paper for Management Board

- Continue to review commercial operations of the Students’ Union

- Meeting with FEE QUB

- Meetings with President of NUS-USI and President of UUSU

- Helped organise and facilitate the Politican’s Panel along with several sabbatical officers. The event was held on Wednesday 24th November at 2010 at 8pm in Space and was attended by the Minsiter for DEL, Mr Danny Kennedy.

- Sat on interview panel for International Student Support Office

- Attended and participated in the School-University-Employment' Seminar in the Great Hall.
- Dealing with the GAP office move situation with both staff and students

- St. Patrick’s Day working Group meeting – taking up the organising of the festival. We have the launch booked for Saturday 12 March 2011.

- Meeting with ELMS Staff to try and see a way forward of encouraging more students to facilitate of the Treehouse. 

- Dealing with student issues, queries and complaints on a continuous basis. Some successes have included putting pressure on the Vice Chancellor’s office and receiving replies. Such replies give us evidence for events in the near future:

Gareth,

I have had the opportunity to speak with the Head of the School of Music and Sonic Arts with regard to the issue you raised with the Vice-Chancellor this morning.  The Performance modules to which you referred were introduced about 3 years ago as an enhancement to the degree programme.  It requires a significant performance budget (some £80K p.a.) of which approximately 10% is met by the students who choose these modules.  At level three, the contribution amounts to approximately £120 p.a. per student for which they receive 24 performance/tuition lessons. The cost per lesson, therefore, is £5, which represents a heavily subsidised rate. The modules at levels one and two are less costly. All of these modules are optional and the costs are set out in the performance handbook so that students are aware of them prior to selecting the modules. 
 
I understand that the Head of School met with the one student who raised the matter that same day (10 November), and he believed that the matter had been addressed, in that the student had understood the issues surrounding the fees.
 
On the Vice-Chancellor's request, I will investigate the possibility of funding for performance related activities with the Director of Development and Alumni Relations.  I hope that this helps to provide some clarification on the matter, but please do not hesitate to get back to me with any queries.
 
Regards
VC Office
6. Committees and Sub-groups attended and contributed to


Please find below a list of committees / subgroups that I attend and/or feed into 
since my term of office has commenced. For any clarification on these or the remit of 
the committees, please contact me at su.president@qub.ac.uk 

6.1 Internal Students’ Union Committees


Executive Management Committee

Students’ Union Advice Centre Consultative Committee

Students’ Union Campaigns and Communications Committee

Students’ Union Clubs, Societies and Student Development Committee

Students’ Union Commercial Group 

Students’ Union Community, Equality and Diversity Committee

Students’ Union Council

Students’ Union Education and Welfare Committee

Students’ Union Management Team

Students’ Union Resources and Development Sub-Group

Students’ Union Management Board 

SUEI Working Group

6.2 University Committees 

Academic Board

Academic Council

Accommodation, Catering and Eventus Steering Group

Belfast Festival at Queen’s Advisory Group

Brand, Value Proposition and Key Messages Sub-Group

Brown Review Project Group (now renamed the Higher Education Funding and Student Finance Project Group)

Carbon Management Programme – Technical Working Group

Careers Forum Meeting

Culture and Arts Committee

DASA Management Team Meeting

Directors of Education Forum

Education Committee

Educational Enhancement Process Sub Group

Health and Safety Consultative Committee

Health and Safety Management Committee

Planning and Finance Committee

Research and Postgraduate Committee

Senate

Senior Management Retreat

Sports Development Steering Group

Stranmillis Project Implementation Group

Supporting Student Attainment Sub Group

Teaching Accommodation Steering Group

Variable Fees Working Group

W & IPT

6.3 External Committees and Working Groups

Aldwych Group Committee (Vice Chair)

DEL Committee (gave evidence and attendee) 

NUS-USI Regional Council

NUS-USI Campaigns Working Group for Fees

USI National Council

USI President’s Working Group

USI Ents Working Group

USI Constitutional Review Group

7. Conclusion

I would like to wish all councillors a very happy Christmas and prosperous new year for 2011. Be safe over the University break and best wishes to those who are sitting exams in January and those who are getting ready to submit coursework. Anyone who is experiencing any problems over the Christmas period, please don’t hesitate to contact me at su.president@qub.ac.uk or call me on 07713068598

