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Employers’ proposals 
take ‘prudence’ to 
ridiculous extremes
These disastrous proposals are based on 
a recovery plan that takes ‘prudence’ to 
ridiculous extremes. The reported ‘deficit’ is 
predicated on an apocalyptic scenario of all 
USS-scheme universities ceasing to operate 
simultaneously ie. on the assumption 
that all of our universities may go bust 
tomorrow!

The following facts provide some 
indication of the actual health of the 
USS scheme:

• The latest Annual Report and 
Accounts of USS (March 2014) 
indicate an operating surplus of over 
£1 billion for the year

• The fund has seen surpluses in 
2013, 2012, 2011, 2010, 2009, 
2008, 2007, 2006, 2005, 2004 
etc. (USS Accounts: http://bit.ly/
ongoingsurplus)

• The scheme is ‘immature’ ie. it 
continues to have more money going 
in than out and membership is still 
growing and clearly not in need of a 
de-risking strategy

uCU members have 
overwhelmingly backed plans 
for industrial action at 69 UK 

universities in the battle over the latest 
attacks to our pensions.

In the ballot, 78% voted for strike 
action and 87% voted for action short 
of a strike, which will include an 
assessment boycott. The turnout of 45% 
was the highest in a national higher 
education ballot since UCU was formed 
in 2006.

Talks took place on 22 October 
between the union and employers’ 
representatives and, since employers 
persist with their proposals, the marking 
boycott will start on 6 November.

The current proposals would change 
USS beyond recognition. 

When the last set of changes were 
imposed in 2011, UCU Left warned 
that the two-tier scheme would be 
used divisively, pitching those in the 
Final Salary (FS) scheme against new 
entrants who are enrolled in the inferior 
Career Revalued Benefits (CRB) 
scheme. 

The CRB scheme gives employees 
the opportunity to regularly degrade 
benefits through changes in the 
revaluation formula. 

As we predicted, the employers 
now wish to close the FS scheme, 
transferring its members to an appalling 
hybrid scheme in which all employees 
would lose out. 

The inferior capped CRB scheme 
would be topped up with a rotten 
Defined Contribution (DC) scheme 
in which members do not know what 
benefits they would receive in retirement 
– market forces would decide.

The current regulatory requirements 
demanding this inappropriate method 
of valuation are part and parcel of the 
prevailing political ideology. The very 
notion of final salary schemes and the 
security they provide for workers is 
anathema to neoliberal thinking. 

Employers start to 
break rank
UCU must continue to campaign and 
lobby for regulatory change. We are not 
alone: recently the University of Oxford 
broke rank, describing a briefing from the 
Employers Pension Forum as misleading. 
This was soon followed by the University 
of Warwick’s criticisms of UUK. 

On 23 October a group of 
eminent statisticians and financial 
mathematicians wrote to the THE 
denouncing the assumptions used 
by the employers as ‘inadequately 
justified and ‘unreasonably pessimistic 
and incoherent’. The employers had 
previously removed a whole section 
from one of their briefings after it was 
revealed they had misused statistics. 

These examples of growing disquiet 
outside our ranks, coupled with our 
fantastic ballot mandate, puts UCU in a 
strong position.

We need principled 
negotiations
UCU made a good start leading up to 
the ballot. Our negotiators need to put 
the ball firmly in the employers’ court by 
negotiating on a principled basis. UCU 
must not simply pick up the employers’ 

No downgrading of our 
pensions – time for the 
employers to pay up!
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challenge to ‘propose a recovery plan’. Our 
negotiators must constantly be reminded 
of the anger of our members and their 
willingness to fight this battle and win.

Our counterproposal must be simple: 
No downgrading of our pension benefits.
We must negotiate on the basis of the 
following principles:

• It is inappropriate to apply the same 
audit requirements of single employer 
schemes to our multi-employer scheme. 
This principle is gaining increasing 
public recognition as outlined earlier.

• Preserving the intergenerational 
promise. The scheme must remain 
attractive to new entrants. DC will 
undermine this, potentially fatally, and 
will facilitate the privatization of pre-92 
HE. 

• Maintaining Defined Benefit, no hybrid 
scheme, no cap. Unlike personalised DC 
schemes, this maintains risk sharing on 
retirement.

• Pensions are our deferred pay and 
they must be increased, not cut. The 
employers can easily afford this, for 
example by forgoing capital expenditure 
and investing their huge reserves and 
surpluses in the pension fund.

• Liabilities and assets must be valued on 
the same long term basis ie. 25 years. If 
the employers’ insist a recovery plan is 
necessary, it should also be over 25 years.

• Return to a single scheme. Having two 
sections is divisive and a recipe for the 
closure of both schemes. This should 
be done by merging the current CRB 
scheme into a new FS scheme in which 
contributions increase for the higher 
paid as in the TPS and NHS schemes. 
We need to fight for equality with other 
public sector schemes.

• Challenging the flawed assumption 
of automatically increasing life span. 
Poverty and increasing retirement age 
may lead to decreasing life-span and 
– highly likely if the current employers’ 
proposals go through.

ucu has a strong 
mandate:  
Now is the time to 
strike in response to 
the York escalation
The decision by York University 
management to dock 100% pay from 
staff taking part in the assessment 
boycott is an attack on us all. 

This is precisely the type of threat 
that delegates voted at UCU’s special 
HE conference  in Manchester would 
trigger national strike action. We now 
need to act.  

Last year’s two-hour strikes have 
taught us that we must not leave 
members facing gung-ho managements 
to fight alone – it  only encourages 
others to follow suit.  

We have far more than a set of 
negotiators in our armoury. UCU must 
now escalate, act as one, and call serious 
national strike action to win the USS 
dispute.

This is our opportunity to win back 
some of the pay and respect that we 
have lost, while our employers have 
enriched themselves and embarked on 
prestige building projects at our expense. 

In this process universities have 
become more like factories than 
educational institutions with bullying, 
hierarchical management and an 
emphasis on metrics such as the 
National Student Survey. 

We must emphasise that the 
proposals are bad for student education 
with UK educators having amongst the 
worst pensions and pay in Europe. 

Students and their parents have lost 
out as their fees have soared and staff-
student ratios have fallen. 

We need to involve students in our 
action, putting our case in every meeting 
with students and asking for their 
help to defend their education and our 
pensions. It is in students’ interests that 
their teachers have good pensions which 
are paid out of deferred wages.

It is in the interests of casualised, 
hourly paid and fractional contract 
staff that their pensions are paid into 
a well-founded scheme such as USS is 
presently. 

It is well known that the current USS 
scheme is one of the best in the UK, 
not only in terms of its funding but in 

that it exists solely in the interest of its 
members. 

We must fight for USS to continue 
to be a good investment for young 
staff, discouraging damaging opt-out of 
pensions which undermines our pension 
scheme and leaves people in poverty in 
their old age.  

Activists now need to:
• Call on the UCU leadership to act 

on the 78% ballot mandate and call 
sustained strike action.

• Encourage colleagues to support 
escalating strike action in response to 
the York announcement of 100% pay 
docking. Winning industrial action 
requires real solidarity. This is joint 
action and an attack on any branch 
or member is an attack on us all. If 
management manages to pick off one 
branch, then they could well come for 
your branch next. 

• Organise meetings to build the 
marking boycott and strike. This 
should include meetings for members 
of staff on casualised contracts, 
including hourly paid lecturers and 
postgraduate teachers and markers. 
Encourage them to join UCU and 
become part of the action. Their 
futures and pensions are at risk, even 
more than for existing USS members. 

• Get support from UG and PG 
students. NUS National Conference 
in 2014 adopted a policy of full 
support for staff trade unions in 
dispute.

• Put pressure on the USS Trustee 
Company, join the UCU Lobby of 
the ‘USS Institutions’ Meeting on 
4 December, get involved in the 
wider political campaign to defend 
collective defined benefit pension 
provision and involve local trade 
unions, community organisations, 
political parties and others.

• Use the USS Members’ Survey on 
http://tinyurl.com/USS2014 to tell 
USS what you think of the employers’ 
proposals. Question 11 has a box for 
free-text comments.

UCU must turn our fantastic ballot result 
into a victory.


