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Report of the Vice President Welfare

This is my first report to the Student Council for the academic year 2011/12. 

To make sure this isn’t a boring read, I’ve tried to be as concise as possible – the first report of the year is always the longest! If you need any more detail, contact me in the Sabbatical Office or on 02890 971002 / su.vpwelfare@qub.ac.uk .

I am also happy to provide papers and documentation on any of the below matters to any Councillor, provided they aren’t confidential or sensitive.

ADAM MCGIBBON
Vice President Welfare


Advice, representation and individual counsel of students

The nature of my post means that the vast majority of my time is taken up by the day-to-day representation and provision of advice to students. The confidential nature of this part of my job means that I’m quite limited on what I can report. However as with previous reports I have advised a very large amount of students on issues ranging from the routine to the severe, from everything to housing to health, and represented students at Fitness To Practice hearings, Progress Committees and Disciplinary hearings.

In addition to this, steps have been taken to deal with those Schools that treat their students inappropriately when Union representatives are not in the room. Thankfully this is a small minority of the cases we deal with.



SU Lettings Agency

Over the summer, huge progress has been made with the SU Lettings Agency project, a major manifesto commitment of mine. 

After being awarded £15,000 in funding by the NUS, it was eventually agreed over the summer to set up the Agency as a ‘joint venture’ – a partnership between an existing lettings agency and the SU.

Following a competitive tendering process, a partner has been selected for ‘SU Lets’ and formal agreements are now being drawn up.

At this early stage due to confidentiality I cannot reveal much detail, but SU Lets will open for the second semester this year. A formal ‘Accommodation Code’ has been drawn up by myself and the Education & Welfare Adviser, which is a high quality minimum standard that every house on the SU Lets books must meet. There will be a formal complaints procedure, links with statutory organisations and fully 100% legal tenancy agreements – something which is quite rare. These are just some of the crucial ‘quality control’ elements. 

The Agency will employ part-time student staff at peak times and will be managed by a Board of Directors, with half the seats filled by the Students’ Union and half the seats filled by the partner.

SU Lets will be a transformative influence for student accommodation in South Belfast. It will be a fully ethical service, providing students with only high-quality accommodation, turn a profit to be reinvested into the Union and, best of all, force local agents to compete in terms of quality.

I will provide Council with an update on progress as it happens.


Strike pay for Support Fund

In my last report I stated that I had reached agreement with both the University & College Union and the University’s Director of Human Resources that docked pay from the UCU strike earlier in the year would be donated to the Student Support Fund. Since that report I have had confirmation of the total amount: £39,276 will be donated to the Support Fund, for use in the 2011/12 academic year. This is an addition to the £300,000 sum that was withheld by the Department of Finance & Personnel in 2010/11, which has now been released (as stated in previous reports).

This is great news as Support Fund applications are through the roof in light of the economic situation. Thanks are due to UCU and Sean McGuickian, QUB Director of Human Resources.

It should be noted that during previous strikes the transfer of docked pay to the Support Fund took place, and I would hope that the precedent is respected if further industrial action occurs. I will be arguing for that if this is the case.


Student Support Fund Review & Reform

Following meetings with senior University staff, the University has now agreed to a major review of the operation and set-up of the Student Support Fund. This will mean senior University and Union staff reviewing and hopefully reforming the Support Fund. ‘The Review of Administration of the University Support Fund’ group will comprise SU staff and officers as well as university staff. This was a major manifesto commitment of mine in my re-election campaign.

Following the first meeting of this group, there have already been a number of changes to the Support Fund that have improved its operation. Broadly speaking, areas of improvement over the life of the review group will encompass faster processing of payments, more focus on money management and debt prevention, frequency of Support Fund Committee meetings, publication of meeting dates, fast-tracking emergency payments, payments over the summer and a formalised Terms of Reference and training for Support Fund Committee members.

All this will contribute to a much more efficient Support Fund, which is needed more than ever due to the economic situation.


Reform of Student Complaints Procedures & Appeals

It has long been the belief of the Students’ Union that the University’s ‘Board of Visitors’, the final board of appeal open to student complaints, is an unfair, archaic, not transparent and not independent system. This is evidenced by the fact that similar Visitor systems have been replaced in all other areas in the UK – in Scotland by the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman and in England & Wales by the Office of the Independent Adjudicator.

The unfairness of the final board of appeal negatively affects the rest of the University’s lower internal complaints procedures. While the vast majority of cases are handled and resolved appropriately, this is not true of all of them. Feedback from the OIA Pathway Report in England & Wales confirms that independent student complaints procedures have the affect of sharpening internal University procedures, so this is doubly important.

I have been working with NUS-USI to lobby the Northern Ireland Executive to extend the remit of an existing body – the Northern Ireland Ombudsman – to cover Higher & Further Education. Currently the Ombudsman covers most public services including secondary education and library boards.

I have given evidence to the Committee for the Office of the First & Deputy First Minister (CoOFMDFM) regarding the above. Along with Usman Ali (VP Higher Education, NUS), Claire Flanagan (UUSU President) and Adrianne Peltz (NUS-USI President), I gave evidence on behalf of QUBSU regarding the above, which was well received by the committee. Footage of the evidence is available from a limited time here: http://news.bbc.co.uk/democracylive/hi/northern_ireland/newsid_9634000/9634555.stm  (QUBSU evidence starts at 1hr 50 mins)

The coming months will hopefully bring more information about the potential extension of the Ombudsman –  though the writing may be on the wall for the Visitor system already; a 2004 review of the Ombudsman confirmed that all organisations receiving substantial public funding – such as Universities – should be covered by the Ombudsman’s remit. 
.


NI Fuel Poverty Coalition

During the summer, I registered the Students’ Union as a member of the Northern Ireland Fuel Poverty Coalition.

Fuel Poverty is defined as any household that spends more than 10% of their income on heating. Students are often forced to rent energy-inefficient properties with insufficient insulation, and the increase in power and fuel costs over the next few years will only exacerbate this problem. It’s important that the Union provides a student point of view in the Fuel Poverty Coalition and I’ll be seeking to provide this.

The NI Executive are producing a Fuel Poverty Strategy – I’ll be seeking to feed into DSD’s strategy on this – I’d be concerned that any potential solution will be A) Too focused on owner-occupiers rather than the private-rented sector and B) Unsustainable. The strategy must include some detail on funding clean, cheap, alternative sources of energy, as the ever-increasing costs of fossil fuels will exacerbate the situation as time goes on, and students, private-rented tenants and pensioners will be among the hardest-hit groups.

The only sustainable solution to fuel poverty in my view is huge investment in renewable technology and energy efficiency, as advocated by NICVA and the NI Green New Deal coalition:  http://www.nicva.org/sites/default/files/Green%20New%20Deal%20Housing%20Plan%20Summary.pdf 

.
Fees / HE Funding / Education Cuts Campaigns

As with all previous reports, I have played a role in campaigning against tuition fees and education cuts. Since the last meeting, we experienced a long summer. 

Along with other officers, I met with many MLAs, party representatives and Ministers in order to urge the parties to work together to plug the £40 million deficit in the DEL budget. We worked with trade unions and with absolutely anyone we could get a meeting with in order to ensure. We had considered the tuition fees question largely settled, so the issue of devastating education cuts (£40m cuts could see entire schools close and hundreds of job losses)

We worked closely with the University – it was refreshing to lobby jointly with the University to stop cuts.

The long delay in the NI Executive sorting this dragged all the way into the school open days in September. We highlighted this with a small protest, which kept the issue in the public eye. Shortly after, Stephen Farry, the DEL Minister, confirmed that the £40m shortfall would be met by contributions from other departments, in a far-reaching cross-party agreement.

I did many TV, radio and print media interviews on the above subjects.

Although the funding question is largely settled in the short term, it appears inevitable that 3 or 4 years down the line, the question of ‘student contributions’ will appear yet again. This highlights for me the unsustainable of the tuition fees system. The University & College Union propose a much more elegant, fair and efficient method of funding higher education: http://www.ucu.org.uk/media/pdf/2/3/inplaceoffees-betax_ucucompass_mar10.pdf 

I am now working with NUS-USI over developing the campaign to retain the Education Maintenance Allowance – a public consultation is due soon, with a decision due to be made for late 2013. I’ll have more information on this soon.


Tenancy Deposit Scheme & Landlord Registration

Myself and the Education & Welfare Adviser attended a conference hosted by the Housing Rights Service in the Long Gallery, Stormont, on the subject of landlord registration and tenancy deposit schemes. 

The Housing (Amendment) Bill (No.2) – allowed for the introduction of a ‘light touch’ landlord registration scheme, to be implemented within the next 2 or 3 years. The Department currently has no idea how many landlords there are in Northern Ireland, and thus no way to effectively regulate them. Mandatory landlord registration will be an important first step. There will be fines for non-compliance and public access to most elements of the register will be available.

From this conference and with further communication from the Department of Social Development, we confirmed that draft regulations for a Tenancy Deposit Scheme must be laid by November 2012. I met with representatives from DSD to put across QUBSU’s point of view that both these initiatives need to be implemented as soon as possible. The Department will be seeking consultation from QUBSU in the future on the above matters.

Perhaps the most frequent housing complaint we receive in the Union is about landlords unfairly holding deposits. The lack of transparency or regulation in this area is utterly shocking and the Assembly and Executive need to move as soon as possible to introduce a tenancy deposit scheme to not only protect the pockets of students, but all private rented sector tenants. As we already know, the private rented sector disproportionately contains vulnerable social and economic groups: http://www.nihe.gov.uk/private_rented_sector_in_northern_ireland_report_3_socio-economic_profile_of_tenants_in_the_private_rented_sector__published_july_2009_.pdf 

Quantifiable data exists on this problem, but no data exists that specifically mentions students and the deposit problem. I set up a detailed survey in order to gather this information, which was distributed to both QUB, UU and FE College students. 

Quantifiable data is crucial if we are to convince policy makers that this is an area of urgent need. If you haven’t filled it in yet, it’s here: http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/6XR9M6B

I am working with Adrianne Peltz, President of NUS-USI, on future representations to DSD and DEL on this issue in order to hopefully speed the process. I am meeting with a number of MLAs from all political shades who are interested in seeing this happen.


Review of Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO) Policy & Legislation

The Department for Social Development has initiated a review into policy and legislation around Houses in Multiple Occupation – that is, a house where three or more people from two or more different families live.

A group of stakeholders is being assembled and QUBSU has been invited to take part. Myself and Brian Slevin (SU Education & Welfare Adviser) are the Union’s representatives on this group.

Initial contact with DSD over this has focused on: The questionable effectiveness of the standard, no viable enforcement for those landlords who fail to register, no provision for energy efficiency, no provision for home security standards and lack of enforcement of the HMO standard in general (A recent FOI request indicated that 56% of HMOs in Derry where deemed unfit when inspected). A consultation paper will be tabled by March 2012 and we’re assured all of these issues will be covered.


Environmental Issues

The Student Plus Directorate won ‘Green Directorate / Department Of The Year’ in this year’s Queen’s Green Awards. The SU made a major contribution to this.

I continue to sit as QUBSU’s representative on the University’s various Carbon Management committees.

Work is continuing on preparing the Union for inspection for this year’s NUS ‘Green Impact Students’ Unions’ Awards. Since we achieved a Silver award last year and a Bronze award the year before that, I want to keep the momentum going. I am aiming for the Union to achieve a Gold award this year, placing it among the best Unions in the UK for sustainability.

Achieving Gold will require a lot of extra work in areas such as energy, biodiversity, ethical procurement, community contribution, etc. I am leading the SU Executive’s work on this.

As well as this, working with staff in the Estates Department, the Union has persuaded the University to sign up to ‘Green Impact Universities’, a similar programme to Green Impact Students’ Unions. As a condition of the University signing up, the Union gets a small amount of funding for environmental projects from NUS. Having the University as part of the Green Impact programme will help the University become a more sustainable institution.


Organic Vegetables Scheme

The economic situation has impacted the affordability of food; research indicates that this is particularly true of nutritious food. To alleviate this I am working with the Retail & Premises Manager to facilitate an ethical local organic vegetables business in the SU to provide low-cost vegetable and soup boxes. There will be a possibility of it being sold within the SU premises, or delivered to student’s doors.

This will help support local business, lower food miles and provide cheap organic vegetables (Up to 30% cheaper than supermarket prices) for students. I’ll have more on this over the next few months.


Cab Now Pay Later Update

The Cab Now Pay Later scheme, launched in February this year, continues to operate with a decent amount of usage, providing students with a safe taxi ride home regardless of whether they have any money to get them home. The scheme benefitted from a large amount of promotion through Fresher’s Week.

Fona Cab have been impressed with the way the scheme has operated at QUB, and are now looking to roll it out to Belfast Met and University of Ulster as well.


Miscellaneous Work

· Delivery of Fresher’s Bazaar / Volunteering Fair
· Worked with DETI’s Trading Standards Service over a fraudulent organisation targeting students.
· As mandated by Council last year, I have written to QUB Chancellor Kamalesh Sharma to ask him to clarify comments made in his position as Secretary-General of the Commonwealth, indicating that he believed that it was not his job to speak out against human rights abuses in Commonwealth countries.
· Met with Head Counsellor of QUB Counselling Service to suggest improvements to service following student feedback.
· Assisted students with set-up of sexual health volunteer service.
· Sat on shortlisting & interview panel for job vacancies in University Creche.
· Assisted VP Community with ‘Are Ye Well?’ project.
· Participated on interview panel for RAG Chairperson
· Attended Open Days, hosted School Inductions, gave induction talks.


