President’s Address to UCU Scotland Congress 2011 


on 1st April 2011, by Lesley McIntosh
At Congress in Aberdeen this time last year, I said that we were in for a turbulent year.  Well, I’m sure that you all feel battered and bruised.  The attacks on our profession have come from all corners and they have been constant.  No branch will have had an easy year.

But we are here and we are fighting.  What are our strengths?

· The sheer tenacity of our local reps and activists – I applaud you all

· The fantastic support from the Edinburgh Regional office

· Our collective, Scottish and UK-wide voice

· Our ability to work with other campus trade unions, the STUC and students

· To talk with MSPs, Scottish political parties and the media

· The passion of our members for an education system to be proud of

We have used and will continue to use these strengths

- to fight for our Academic Freedom – not something that is abstract but is fundamental to our ability to fulfil our roles in our institutions, every day.  I refer you to our Charter on Academic Freedom that we launched last year
- to fight against funding cuts and the excuse of management to use this to force through their own selfish agendas

- to fight for an accountable governance system in our universities, one where staff are listened to and not tossed aside for blind self interest

Talking of which, I cannot stand here just now and not mention the disgraceful action of my own institution, RGU, in suddenly announcing de-recognition of UCU last month, with immediate effect and without any prior discussion – and not only UCU but also to de-recognise UNITE.  What way is this, of the most successful modern university in Scotland, to treat trade unions?  What does it say about working in partnership and listening to the collective voice of staff?  This is deliberate provocation and a hurt to one is a hurt to all and I am looking for continued, solid support from the other campus TUs and I thank all those individuals and branches who have already written to our new Principal (and by new I mean started last week!) urging him to reverse the decision.

We must keep the pressure on, to enable re-negotiation of the Partnership Agreement, and an Emergency Motion on this will be debated later today.

Sleep has been less important to me these past 2 years and I will not sleep soundly until this brutal act has been reversed.

At Congress today, we will debate motions concerning HE funding and the impact of the cuts, employment matters and pensions and we have a very full agenda so I will not dwell on these issues in my address.

However, the momentum against the cuts that has built up has been (using that word again) fantastic and it was both invigorating and utterly exhausting being on the ‘March for the Alternative’ in London on Saturday.  I have to say that the only thing that I blew up on that day was pink, helium, UCU balloons – an action that did not get hours of media coverage but did provide additional colour to the marchers.  Our own wave of Industrial Action on Pay, Job Security and Pensions that spread throughout the UK from Scotland on 17th March, shows our members’ determination and the best way forward from this has now to be refined.

My own role as President of UCU Scotland for the past 2 years has involved the 2 p’s – paperwork and public transport – the trains from Aberdeen to Edinburgh and Glasgow have felt like my fourth office (used along with my office at RGU, my living room at home and the boot of my car).

But what a world those 2 p’s have allowed me to enter.  To work on your behalf to take your experiences and aspirations to;

· colleagues in UCU Wales and Northern Ireland;

· to our UK-national and higher education committees;

· to our sister union the EIS and I was particularly pleased that we were able to work together to hold the ‘Future of HE in Scotland’ conference in Edinburgh this February, the debates of which are soon to be available on a DVD near you;

· to NUS Scotland – fantastic to be walking side-by-side at marches and rallies this year, pushing the education agenda;

· through the STUC FE/HE Forum to UNITE and Unison;

· to the Scottish Parliament and in particular to the Scottish Ministers for Education – do not underestimate the role your voice has played in the outcome of the Green Paper on a Scottish solution for the future of HE – all parties (bar one) have now rejected burdening students with more debt to pay for Scotland’s HE system.
However, it is up to us to ensure that they keep their promises – not an easy thing for modern politicians to do and we will have a chance later today at our hustings event, to challenge the parties on their education policy, in the run up to the May election.  And I refer you to our Manifesto for this year’s Scottish elections.

However, all this has not been done by me alone.  I wish to thank the ‘Presidential Team’ – no, we don’t have matching t-shirts – but to Terry Brotherstone and Gordon Watson who have given me fantastic support and to the other Officers, Angela Roger and Ann Gow, and to the endless energy of Mary, Deborah, Tony, Claire, the other Angela (Austin), Ann Cowan and Eleanor – it has been a delight to work with you all in the UCU Scotland office.

Congratulations to the newly elected Officers and in particular Gordon, who will take over the 2 p’s in June.  I hope that you will look back on your 2 years as UCU Scotland President with as much relish as I have.

It has been a privilege – thank you and now on to today’s business.
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