To : All members of  Craft, Technical and UCNS staff
Dear Colleague,

As those of you who are members of Unite will be aware, and those of you who are not members of the union may be aware, Unite recently held a ballot asking its members if they would support strike action and/or industrial action short of a strike.

The purpose of this note is twofold:

· First, it is to provide you with the facts relating to the outcome of the ballot, facts which, I understand, Unite has not provided in full to its members, and which are of wider relevance.

· Second, it is to provide you with some background to the issues between Unite and the University.

The Facts

· Unite has 563 members at the University of Ulster.

· 201 valid ballot papers were returned, representing 35.7% of the membership.

· 144 members voted for strike action, representing 25.6% of the Unite membership.

· 172 members voted for industrial action short of a strike, representing 30.6% of the Unite membership.

The above data have been provided to the University by Unite.  In its press release and communication to its members Unite stated that 72% voted in favour of strike action.  This, of course, is the number of those voting for strike action as a percentage of valid voting papers received, not as a percentage of the membership.  Yet in its communication to members prior to the ballot Unite told members that “a non vote is a no vote”.  The logical consequence of this statement by Unite is that 74.4% voted not to strike.

These data also need to be put into the context of the size and composition of the overall workforce at the University.  And I will explain why this is the case later in this note.  Some relevant facts are:

· A total of 973 staff are employed at the University in the Craft, Technical and UCNS staff categories (the staff categories into which virtually all of Unite’s members fall).  Hence, the number voting for strike action as a percentage of the total workforce in these categories is 14.8%, with 17.7% voting for action short of a strike.

· The University employs a total of approximately 3,500 staff, hence the number voting for strike action as a percentage of the total workforce is 4.1%, with 4.9% voting for action short of a strike.  That is, less than 1 in 20 of the University’s staff have voted for either strike action or action short of a strike.

The numbers voting for industrial action represented as a percentage of the overall workforce is relevant since the principal issue on which the Unite action focuses affects virtually all members of staff in the University, not just the staff categories covered by Unite.  And this is important because the two unions representing the other staff categories (ie the vast majority of staff in the University) have not raised the issue with the University.  Hence discussions on the issue with Unite alone would in effect disenfranchise the vast majority of staff from an issue which affects them.
Background to the issue

The principal issue raised by Unite has its roots in the implementation of the National Framework Agreement (NFA).  The NFA is being implemented in all UK-based universities and was agreed with the unions as part of a nationally agreed pay settlement several years ago.  Whilst the broad principles of the NFA apply to all Universities it was the intention of that agreement that it should be tailored within each university to suit local circumstances.  
Essentially, there are 3 main components to the NFA.

First, the merging of the many separate pay scales and pay points which applied previously to the various categories of staff into a single pay spine.  At Ulster this has been agreed between the 3 main unions – UCU, UNISON and Unite – and the University.  Also, although it is not part of the NFA, at Ulster the single pay spine has been extended to cover professors and senior administrative/management staff.

Second, the transfer of staff from their previous pay scale or pay point to the new single pay scale.  At Ulster it was agreed with the 3 main unions that staff would transfer across at their existing salaries.  This avoided the need to carry out a job evaluation for each member of staff and the possibility that some staff might face a reduction in pay (ie be “red-circled”), a situation that has arisen at some other universities.  This agreement with the 3 main unions was implemented along with the single pay spine in August 2006.

The third aspect of the implementation of the NFA does not affect staff in their existing posts.  Instead, it relates to the issue of how any new or replacement posts can be assigned to a grade on the pay scale.  This involves carrying out a job evaluation of the post.  For this part of the exercise the University has used the HERA scheme, the scheme used by the vast majority of universities.  To complete this part of the NFA two exercises have to be carried out.  HERA points need to be allocated to each of the boundaries which separate the various pay scales.  And HERA points need to be allocated to each new or replacement post.  Once this is done the post can be assigned to the appropriate pay grade.

In carrying out these exercises the University used the services of a specialist consultant who was advising several universities on the introduction of the HERA scheme.  Throughout the exercises he confirmed both the appropriateness of the action being taken at Ulster and the fact that the system being implemented at Ulster, including the scoring system, was similar to that being implemented elsewhere.

Again, this was implemented with effect from August 2006, and it is in this third area – the assigning of HERA points – that a difference arose between Unite and the University.

Essentially, Unite wish to see fewer HERA points allocated to some of the boundaries than those set as a result of the exercise carried out by the University.  And, of course, whatever level the HERA points are set at has no impact on the terms and conditions and salaries of existing staff working in their current posts.  It is about grades allocated to future posts.

Although Unite has said that the University has refused to discuss this issue with them,  meetings have taken place with Unite officials at which the approach taken by the University was explained.  Additionally, I have met personally with Unite officials to receive a presentation from them on how they believe that HERA points should be allocated to the boundaries between the different pay scales.  Hence, it is simply untrue to state, as a Unite regional official has done recently in a press release, that I have refused to meet with Unite.
In seeking to move this issue forward it has to be borne in mind – and this is an important point – that none of the boundaries are unique to the pay scales which apply to posts in areas covered by Unite.  All of the boundaries which apply to pay scales for posts covered by Unite also apply to pay scales for posts covered by at least one other union.  Yet despite this, Unite wish to discuss the issue with the University alone.

More recently in a communication to its members Unite has raised a separate issue relating to generic role profiles.  This has nothing to do with the NFA and once again does not affect the terms and conditions or salaries of staff working in their existing posts.  Instead, it is an exercise which seeks to define posts in a generic way in terms of duties, competences and qualifications.  This represents work in progress and is yet to be implemented and is not unique to posts in areas covered by Unite.  If any union has an issue with regard to this exercise the University and the unions have a procedure – the Joint Negotiating Committee (JNC) – through which the issue can be raised.  And this is the mechanism through which Unite should raise any concerns that it has in this regard.

I very much hope that industrial action can be avoided, but I trust that you will understand that:

· Unite is asking the University to enter into discussion with it alone about issues that affect virtually all members of staff (the boundary issue).  Also it is now almost two years since the NFA was implemented at Ulster, bringing enhanced salary progression opportunities for many staff, and the matter which is of relevance for all of the unions has not been raised collectively by them at the JNC.

· The JNC machinery exists for any issue relating to the development of generic role profiles to be raised.

I apologise for the length of this note, but I hope that you have found it useful in understanding the issues.

With best wishes.

Richard Barnett

Vice Chancellor
