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Annual Report of the Vice President Welfare

This is my Annual Report as Vice President Welfare for 2010/11. As my predecessor did not produce an Annual Report, I think this report is especially important in summing up where we are welfare-wise as a Students’ Union.

I will attempt to list some of my achievements from this year, as well as give an indication of future intentions as I enter my second term, as well as the general state of welfare issues around QUBSU.

If you need any more detail, you can obviously contact me – su.vpwelfare@qub.ac.uk / 02890 971002. 

Happy reading!

ADAM MCGIBBON
Vice President Welfare


ACHIEVEMENTS

· Advisory role: Advised literally hundreds of students on disciplinaries, housing issues, landlords, fitness to practice hearings, progress committees, etc. There was only a single one of these that I attended that ended with an unsatisfactory outcome for the student.

· Representational role: Represented students at various university committees, both with students present and without students present. Sat on the Student Support Forum, SU Area Safety Committee and the Support Fund Committee. Mediated in disputes between students and landlords / estate agents. Occasionally posed as a tenant to investigate specific landlords and houses.

· Ran the SU Night Bus scheme for a third of the cost of last year (using the excellent not-for-profit organisation Direct Links) and overcame pointless university bureaucracy that would have insisted we use a commercial, QUB-selected supplier.
 
· Secured £300,000 in withheld funding for Student Support Funds for all HEIs in Northern Ireland through lobbying of MLAs and ministerial staff from DEL and DFP. (£165,000 of this money went to QUB’s Support Fund) 

· Set up the ‘Cab Now Pay Later’ scheme in association with Fona Cab – no student now has to go without a safe ride home due to lack of funds.

· Won £15,000 funding from the National Union of Students at their Innovation & Enterprise Academy towards a Students’ Union Lettings Agency.
· Achieved Silver accreditation from the NUS Green Impact Awards for the Students’ Union, helping to create a more green, sustainable SU.

· Worked with the University’s Carbon Management Steering Group to give a student point of view on sustainability and created a ‘Student Environmental Champions’ scheme.

· Prevented problems before they occurred with a series of advice sessions, surgeries and leaflet campaigns for first year students on finding a house and dealing with landlords

· Led various campaigns including SHAG Week and Green Week, and assisted in others such as Wellbeing Week. 

· Played a part in the campaign against fees and cuts, helping to organise lobbying, protests and various other action, leading to HE and FE being largely protected (comparatively speaking) in the NI Executive’s budget settlement, and to almost all the major parties (including SF and the DUP) ruling out an increase in tuition fees in their 2011 manifestos. 

· Pushed the University to donate docked strike pay from the lecturer’s pension strike to the Student Support Fund, with the support of the University and College Union.


OTHER WORK

· Assistance with foundation and organisation of the QUB Feminist Society
· Assisted with the delivery of the Fresher’s Bazaar.
· Liasing with university authorities over meningitis infection scare.
· Worked with Residential Assistants in QUB-owned Accommodation to distribute the Public Health Agency’s ‘Minding Your Head’ leaflet to distribute to all first year students.
· Sat on the Carbon Monoxide Stakeholder Panel, giving a student perspective on the Health & Safety Executive’s carbon monoxide awareness campaign.
· With VP Community, performed a ‘Fight For Light’ walkabout to chart areas of poor lighting in student areas, and liased with Roads Service over the findings.
· Facilitated the NUS-USI ‘Open Your Mind’ mental health project coming to Queen’s.
· Helped Student Guidance Centre staff publicise the ‘CALM You’ online support service initiative.
· Created links between the Students’ Union and various addiction organisations including the DAISY Service and LifeRing (A secular alcoholic recovery programme)
· Represented students at two youth diversion conferences organised by the Youth Justice Agency
· Assisted fundraising work by RAG
· Delegate to NUS Conference 2011
· Delegate to NUS/USI Conference 2011





THE STATE OF WELFARE 

Accommodation problems and the solution

Welfare Officers inevitably have different styles or focuses – I think my focus has been particularly on accommodation issues. This is because I believe that if you don’t live in decent accommodation as a student, then you’re sunk; bad accommodation can mean stress, bad health, bad finances, bad experiences. It contributes to misery, a bad student experience and academic underperformance. Thus, I focus on accommodation because I think it is the root of many problems students face.

Northern Ireland has, in my view, the worst student housing situation in the UK or Ireland. The Housing Executive is under-resourced to deal with the massive amount of housing problems. Belfast City Council do not seem to have the teeth to deal with the problems either. We have no purpose-built private sector student accommodation. We have no tenancy deposit schemes, or landlord registration / accreditation schemes. Landlords are increasingly attempting to make students pay rates bills. Admin fees and rents are increasing. Many landlords regularly and systematically flout the law and often get away with it.

Time and again it seems the problems we deal with seem to resurface. The fact that there is minimal regulation from the authorities over housing standards and the behaviour of landlords mean that myself and Brian Slevin (SU Education / Welfare Adviser) can only deal with the problems after they occur – what we are doing is firefighting. Whist we are obviously very happy to do this, prevention is always better than cure.

It seems to me that due to government inaction, the only way for us to improve housing standards in Belfast long-term for students is for the Students’ Union to actually enter the market itself.

This can only be done through the setup of a Students’ Union Lettings Agency, providing a free student-focused service for finding accommodation, letting only houses that are of decent quality and with responsible landlords.


Spending cuts and Student Support

The current cuts to the Department of Employment and Learning budget are only the start of a very difficult few years for students, students’ unions and for higher education in general.

Although the abolition of the DFP rates relief scheme (and the recovery of withheld funds by myself) has meant that the Student Support Fund will have more money next year.

Applications for the fund have exponentially increased on last year. Students often express difficulty paying very basic bills and how difficult it is to get a part-time job. We can expect this trend to increase as the economic situation doesn’t look set to improve for some time, and if the Westminster government continues to push through unfair, unnecessary and ideologically-driven spending cuts.

It will be up to the student movement to ensure that forms of student support are not cut in the next few years.


Wellbeing and Mental Health

Obviously, this continues to be a major and under-addressed problem. Working with the QUB Counselling Service, Please Talk, Open Your Mind, the Public Health Agency, etc, on these issues throughout the year provides me with a lot of hope that there’s organisations out there working on the issue. But the fact remains that so many of us suffer from mental health difficulties and for some reason feel that we have to suffer alone.

My role in this can only really be to promote those services and campaigns that attempt to address the problem – a problem that deserves much more attention.




PLANS FOR MY SECOND TERM


SU Lettings Agency – As mentioned above, the bulk of my efforts are going to be to establish a Students’ Union-run lettings agency. Other Unions such as Cardiff, Birmingham and De Montfort have set up lettings agencies. Not only have they seen housing standards improve as landlords and estate agents react to student-focused competition, but the agencies develop much-needed revenue for the Unions, all the while maintaining a free service for students. The £15,000 won from NUS will help us with this, but additional expenditure will be required on the part of the Union.

As well as this, significant work needs to be done to consult with other Unions and with industry experts to ensure that this can become a long-term initiative, benefiting students long after I’ve left my post.


Fees and Cuts – I will be working closely with the newly elected officers in other HEIs, in NUS, in USI and in NUS-USI to combat any rise in tuition fees or cuts to education. 


Housing (Amendment) Bill – I will push hard when the new NI Executive and Assembly meets in order to see a speedy implementation of a tenancy deposit scheme, potentially saving students and other tenant groups thousands upon thousands of pounds every year. I will lobby MLAs, meet the new Minister for Social Development and work with other stakeholders. This will take money out of the pockets of unscrupulous landlords and ensure that there is accountability over decisions around deposits. Ideally I’d like to see the scheme in place in time for September rentals.


I’m anticipating that these will be a few of the issues that take up the majority of my time next year, but knowing that working here is like, I’ll have plenty to do just reacting to things as and when they occur, as well as dealing with the day-to-day advice and representation work.



This is just a brief summary of everything  - it’s been a great year and here’s to hopefully an even more productive one next year. If you need any more information please contact me!

Adam McGibbon
Vice President Welfare 2010/11
