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W e have now had some time to 
digest the news of a General 
Election in 2017 instead of 2020.  

The media, rather predictably and de-
pending what side they were on, greeted 
the announcement with either praise 
for May’s initiative or anger on the basis 
that there is no need for an election. 
What they all agreed upon, however, 
was that the outcome of the election is 
a given - a huge victory for the Tories. 
Column after column attacked Corbyn 
for his ‘inept’ leadership and forecast 
that Labour will get a trouncing.

The media attacks on Corbyn have 
been unprecedented. From his clothing 
to his facial hair, to the way he speaks 
- all have been ridiculed. 
But despite these relentless 
attacks, he has triumphed.  
These same people seem 
to forget that Corbyn has 
confounded his critics 
time and again.  Very 
few gave him a look-in 
to win the leadership of 
the Labour Party but he 
did - not once but twice.

Corbyn’s opening 
election speech which 
set him up as the an-
ti-establishment figure 
was an excellent start 
to Labour’s campaign.  
Every Labour MP must take his lead 
if they are going to be successful in 
engaging their constituents to come out 
and vote for them.  Those who go into 
the election assuming Labour will not 
win are undermining their own position.

There is much in the Labour Party 
manifesto to mobilise around.  How 
many commuters would like to see the 
railways taken back into public own-
ership?  How many homeless people 
and members of generation rent would 
welcome a significant increase in the 
building of council homes?  How many 
young people would be helped by the 
restoration of the Education Mainte-
nance Allowance, the ending of tuition 
fees and the restoration of maintenance 
grants?  How many public sector work-
ers would be helped by the ending of the 

1% cap on public sector pay rises?  How 
many pensioners will welcome Labour’s 
commitment to continuing the triple 
lock on the value of state pensions.  As 
Jeremy Corbyn said, this is a parliamen-
tary election not a presidential election.  
Socialists must work to see this election 
is fought on the issue of resisting auster-
ity not personality politics and image.

This election takes place in a world 
that is falling apart.  Images beam into 
our living rooms and onto our phone 
screens of babies being pulled out of 
bombed buildings, covered in dust and 
blood or from the sea with their lungs 
full of water as they and their parents 
attempt to escape the war and poverty 

of the land that they were born in.   
 

The threat of a nuclear war is real 
and twenty million people, mostly 
children, face starvation in Africa 
whilst at the same time just one or 
two individuals have enough per-
sonal wealth to prevent them from 
dying.  Climate change puts at risk 
the survival of the planet we live on.

This is why we need to break from 
the centre ground consensus politics 
that has created this world and why 
Corbyn, if he is to win, is making it clear 
that a vote for him will not mean busi-
ness as usual.  In the devolved nations, 
a break from the centre will sometimes 
mean a vote to the left of Labour where 
the electorate have a choice of political 
parties that represent a more  
anti-establishment vision to 

that of a centre-left Labour Par-
ty and the Tory party.

This election could be one of the 
defining moments in British politics 
that finally puts to rest the accept-
ed orthodoxy that you can only win 
elections from the centre ground.  
Those of us that work in education, 
alongside those who work in the public 
sector have a lot to lose if the Tories 
are re-elected.  It is an election where 
we need to do all we can to ensure a 
Labour victory to stop the Tories getting 
another five years running society in 
the interests of the rich and powerful.

Why Corbyn can win
We keep hearing how far behind Labour 
are in the opinion polls. Indeed, the di-

visions sown by the disgrun-
tled Blairite MPs have done 
damage.  The continued 
attempts by them to under-
mine Corbyn’s leadership and 
challenge his every move un-
doubtedly has given comfort 
to the Tories.  However as long 
as the Labour Party, from top 
to bottom, follows Corbyn’s 
lead there is every chance of 
Corbyn, once again, making the 
establishment and their lackeys 
eat every one of their caustic, 
bitter and twisted words.

The opinion polls haven’t got 
it wrong so many times in recent 

years simply because of some technical 
glitch.  They have got it wrong because 
they didn’t understand what was taking 
place at the base of society.  They didn’t 
understand the rage working people 
felt towards the injustices that were 
taking place, the visceral anger towards 
the employers rewarding themselves 
with unlimited wealth, whilst workers 
faced wage cuts and redundancy.  This 
anger can be misdirected towards 
blaming immigrants for these injustic-
es and can lead to the likes of Trump 
and the Fascist Le Pen winning votes.

But there is no reason why the Left 
cannot give voice to this anger and 
fear replacing hate with hope.  Bernie 
Saunders in the US elections stood 
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Cyber-attack

Resisting the market  Sean waLLiS & Lee JoneS

an anonyMouS heaLth worker

2017Election continued

as a Socialist candidate and received 
millions of votes. In the French elec-
tions Melenchon did incredibly well in 
the first round considering he started 
relatively late and the French Socialist 
Party were the party of government.

There are some in the establishment 
who have cottoned on to this. They 
have begun to understand their right 
to rule is not ordained by god and that 
complacency, on their behalf, could be 
their undoing.  This is what lies behind 
the attacks on Corbyn’s leadership 
style.  It is not his clothing, beard or 
his syntax that concerns them it is the 
content of what he stands for.  They 
understand if he wins then everything 
they stand for is under threat.  They 
ridicule him not because they think 
that he has no chance of winning but 
because they fear that he might.

Build the movement
Getting the vote out and voting La-
bour is not all we must do.  We need to 
continue to build the movement on the 
streets and in the workplaces.  Every 
strike needs solidarity.  Every racist 
attack needs to be mobilised against.  
Some in the leadership on our side 
might think it is a good idea to put a 
halt to any strike or demonstration 
whilst the election campaign takes 
place, out of fear of ‘rocking the boat’ 
for Labour but the employers won’t 
cease their attacks. They will contin-
ue to attempt to drive through cuts.

Building the movement is not just 
about ensuring that we continue to 
defend ourselves in the here and now; 
it is also about the future of a Cor-
byn-led Labour government.  If he is 
successful the attempt to destabilise 
his government will come thick and 
fast.  The only power that will be able 
to deal with the full onslaught from 
the press and by all the powers of the 
state that will be unleashed against 
his government is a mass movement 
that is capable of mobilising millions 
to defend it.  That’s why building the 
movement is not a luxury it is a ne-
cessity:  Vote Labour and vote left in 
Scotland but also build the movement.

F or a week or so it appeared as 
if the Conservatives had pulled 
the plug on the Higher Educa-

tion and Research Bill (HE Bill) by 
calling a Brexit General Election on 
June 8th. Only negotiations with the 
Labour front bench could allow the 
Bill to become an Act in time for the 
enforced closure of Parliament.

The earlier ‘debate’ in the Com-
mons had been lamentable. No notable 
amendments were accepted in the 
Committee stages in the Commons. The 
Conservatives simply kept to the party 
whip and refused any amendment.

Then the Lords set to work. 
Through a series of 240 amendments, 
voted on and accepted in the House 
of Lords, their Lordships took apart 
key elements of the legislation.

The position taken by the Con-
servatives in the Commons differed 
sharply from the position taken by 
a variety of Lords – Liberal, Labour, 
Conservative and cross-bencher.

The official Tory position on the Bill 
was expressed in the infamous Green 
and White Papers. Higher Education 
‘reform’ was required to permit private 
providers to ‘access’ undergraduate 
students and full fees in competition 
with universities of long-standing. The 
UK Government should allow Group 4 
or Pearson to compete with Cambridge 
or Liverpool. The market is king. Private 
companies must be allowed to enter 
this market, charge £9,000+ a year, and 
reap the rewards. As a result ‘stand-
ards’ would, miraculously, be raised.

Market chaos
To create ‘a level playing field’, the 
existing regulatory framework, includ-
ing the Quality Assurance Agency and 
other bodies, must be disbanded. The 
standard of academic environment and 
the inspection regime required by the 
QAA were too onerous for precious 
new private providers. Hence the TEF. 
University teaching was to be evaluated 
not in terms of whether students were 
challenged and their minds expanded 
to the frontiers of human knowledge, 
but whether the experience of attending 

university was personally satisfying.
The ideas were so poorly con-

structed that most staff and students 
who actually read these Papers were 
perplexed at how little knowledge 
of education was on display. Absent 
from the Papers were any notion that 
education might be about teaching 
students difficult and challenging 
ideas, or encouraging them to develop 
their own ideas. At most, the implied 
conceptualisation was instrumentalist: 
spoon-feeding and teaching-to-the-test.

Indeed, what is striking about the 
so-called ‘debate’ about the HE Bill, 
is that – beyond the ideologues of the 
DfE and the direct beneficiaries of 
the Bill busy lobbying them behind 
the scenes and a few self-interest-
ed, renegade Vice Chancellors – the 
proposals gained no public support.

Interestingly, the Lords’ amendments 
threatened to split the Conservative 
benches. A group of Tory MPs were 
apparently prepared to rebel on the 
question of including foreign students in 
the immigration statistics. The govern-
ment’s fragile majority was in doubt, 
and the clock ticking before parliament 
was dissolved before the election.

A lost opportunity
Nonetheless, the Bill passed in the 
dying days of the 2015-17 parliament. 
Why? Because, for reasons still unclear, 
the Labour Party – which had fought 
the government throughout the Bill’s 
early stages – opted to leverage the 
Lords’ amendments into (exceedingly 
minor) government concessions in 
exchange for not opposing its passage. 
This was a serious mistake, irrespec-
tive of the parliamentary rationale.

Already the Times Higher has 
described the Bill as “the most signif-
icant sector legislation in 25 years to 
further a market approach in England.” 
Had the Bill been stopped in April, 
the next Government would have 
had insufficient Parliamentary time 
to put another Bill together and deal 
with Brexit at the same time. Now 
universities face a perfect storm.

The consequences are already being 

Where next after the HE Bill? 

O n Friday 12th May NHS comput-
ers crashed.  The disaster came 
about because of a malware 

attack and the failure of the Govern-
ment to renew a computer security 
contract after 2015.  Parts of the NHS 
use versions of Windows much older 
than most people use in their homes.  

There are reports of warnings of the 
vulnerability of the NHS to computer 
attack which were ignored.  It was a dis-
aster waiting to happen and shows how 
cuts store up problems for the future.  
According to BBC news in February 
2016 the Department of Health ‘trans-
ferred £950m of its £4.6bn budget for 
capital projects, such as building work 
to IT, to revenue budgets to finance 
day-to-day activities of NHS bodies’.

This disaster occurred on the Tory 
Government’s watch, but there has 
been no apology or admission of error.  
It shows the NHS is not safe in the 
hands of a conservative government.  

The Tories failed to invest in the NHS, 
starved it of funding and are acting as if 
this disaster is nothing to do with them.  
Is this because so many of them use 
private health providers who have more 
up-to-date software than the NHS?

The computer breakdown has 
caused considerable misery for many 
patients waiting for operations, di-
agnostic tests, test results and cancer 
treatments.  This is not a victimless 
crime.  For many health workers there 
are workload pressures as operations 
and treatments have to be resched-
uled.  This misery could have been 
avoided if the government had paid 

more attention to cyber security.  
Underlying the computer crash in 

the NHS is a further, deeper, problem 
and that is the idea that technology is 
a safe means to reduce and eliminate 
human beings. Greater managerialism 
and control over the public sector is 
underpinned by the use of increasing 
use of technology for monitoring and 
measurement of work routines. The 
cyber attack on the NHS shows this 
approach is inherently overlaid with 
new dangers. The computer crash in the 
NHS suggests that we should take with 
a pinch of salt the idea that computers 
can simply replace human beings.

The NHS Computer Fiasco

felt. At the time or writing, the Univer-
sity and Colleges Union is engaged in a 
major battle at Manchester Metropolitan 
University, which decided to close its 
Crewe campus and axe 171 jobs, blam-
ing the HE Act and Brexit. Manchester 
University has mirrored Manchester 
Met’s cut programme, announcing a 
further swathe of senior academic and 
academic-related job losses. London 
Metropolitan University management 
is also citing the HE Act for its cuts 
programme. The UCU has launched an 
academic boycott of the university.

As we predicted, the first uni-
versities to make major cuts are 
post-92 Universities that have cham-
pioned ‘widening participation’.

But the cuts are not limited to post-
92. Pre-92 universities like Manchester 
University and UCL are also engaged 
in an active repositioning to recruit 
undergraduates at the expense of their 
world-leading research staff. With 
research overheads limited to a ‘mere’ 
80% of salaries, undergraduate teach-

ing bankrolled by the state has become 
much more lucrative, provided that the 
staff-student ratio falls to 1:15 or so.

In conclusion it is one thing 
to pass the Bill – it is quite an-
other to implement it.

Campaigning
We have to make sure that it is Con-
servative and Unionist MPs who are 
held responsible for the consequences 
of their actions in supporting this Bill. 
This is not written out of some kind of 
party-political spite. It is because actions 
have consequences, and their slavish 
following of their parties’ whips have 
created the crisis in our universities.

We must continue and intensify the 
campaign to defend the Public Uni-
versity. We must campaign to repeal 
the Higher Education and Research 
Act, and to reverse the damage that 
the entire Willets market experiment 
has wreaked on our universities.

In order to do this we have to 
patiently explain the Willets Plan to the 

public. If undergraduate tuition fees 
were cut to £3,000 (for instance) and 
the block grant restored (subject to 
quality inspection), the private sector 
would have no motive to set up for-prof-
it universities. This is why we wrote a 
letter to the Guardian commending the 
Labour Party for proposing to cut tuition 
fees. There will be similar opportunities 
in the coming months to get our argu-
ments into the realm of public debate. 
We have to keep fighting for our sector.

It seems to us we do not real-
ly have a choice about this. Higher 
Education, like the NHS, will only 
exist “while there are folk around 
who are prepared to fight for it.”

And, as the NUS used to say, 
“if you think education is ex-
pensive, try ignorance.”

A longer version of this article, 
including detail of the Government 
‘concessions’ and discussion of how these 
may become focuses for campaigns in the 
future, is at: http://bit.ly/2rqW6mW
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Organising for strike action

about the situation in their plants. Faced 
with economic boom and full order 
books, employers were unwilling to 
resist workers’ demands through fear 
of lagging behind their competitors. 
When one group of workers won their 
dispute, the next would arise to leap-
frog on the back of that success; then 
another group would follow creating 
what the press called ‘wage spiral’.

It was in this period, as a conse-
quence of the strength of unofficial 
networks, that national bargaining 
was conceded by employers. National 
bargaining was brought in to head off 
rank and file activists from develop-
ing effective local bargaining. Today, 
when no such rank and file networks 
exist, the employers try to move away 
from national bargaining, and at-
tempt to push through deals locally 
where unions are weaker. That is why 
we need to campaign hard to defend 
what is left of national bargaining, and 
not to allow our trade union lead-
ers to walk away from this battle. 

Finding a way out of the  
bramble bush
The 1950-60s section-by-section ap-
proach to rebuilding union strength, 
whilst important, cannot be the mod-
el to rebuild our strength today.

We all understand the difficulties 
of achieving the big votes for action 
that are now legally necessary. That 
does not mean that activists should 
no longer continue to try to do so.  
Many unions’ campaigns to get the 
vote out in such national ballots in 
the past have been passive and un-
imaginative. In those circumstances, 
members do not feel that the lead-
ership has the stomach for a fight. 

Nevertheless, if we are to restore 
the possibility of national action, and 
mount pressure in support of national 
negotiations, or defend the continua-
tion of national bargaining and existing 
national agreements, then we need a 
national strategy to rebuild this capacity.

But we cannot rely on this alone. 
Where possible, we need to encourage 
unions to put in local claims over pay 
and conditions, over gender discrimi-
nation, and over abusive contracts of 
employment.  These need to be organ-

ised as part of a region-wide campaign 
where the union puts its national 
resources into supporting the action.

In the Higher Education Sector, 
where the HE and Research Bill has 
been rushed through Parliament, 
and where UCU’s national leadership 
has thrown away the possibility of a 
national fight on pay, gender discrim-
ination and casualisation, we need 
university branches to group togeth-
er regionally to pursue pay, gender 
pay equality, and anti-casualisation 
campaigns.  Five or six of the better 
organised university branches need to 
coordinate their actions, and offer a 
lead to other branches in their regions. 

Learning from history.
History does not simply progress 
through gradual change. There are 
breaks - great leaps forward. We need 
to factor this into our understanding 
of how organised labour can revive its 
ability to bring about the real change 
that so many working people desire.

It’s not only a question of iden-
tifying the appropriate strategy. Re-
building trade union strength is also 
about recognising the pivotal political 
issues of the moment that impact on 
trade unions. For us, today, that is 
unquestionably the rise of racism, the 
re-emergence of reactionary populism in 
politics, and the real threat of fascism.

Axel Persson, a French rail worker, 
speaking at the Unite the Resistance 
Conference in November 2016 de-
scribed the challenges his members 
face. He spoke about the attempt by 
the Socialist government in France to 
introduce new labour laws attacking 
collective bargaining. He also described 

the context in which they were fight-
ing; the frightening rise of the Front 
Nationale led by Marie Le Pen. This 
is not the first time that the French 
working class faced such a threat.

In 1934, the French fascists attempt-
ed a coup d’état.  A mass demonstration 
was called by several fascist leagues 
in Paris. The workers’ movement 
united and confronted the fascists, 
backed up by thousands of workers 
taking strike action. The movement 
stopped French fascism in its tracks.

The political radicalisation that 
developed around the anti-fascist fight 
raised the confidence of workers in 
France. In 1936, this radicalisation led 
to the victory of a left-wing Popular 
Front government, and a general strike 
involving millions of workers. These 
strikes ensured that the Government im-
mediately introduced significant reforms 
which included a shortening of the 
working day, and regular paid holidays.

Hope: does history repeat itself?
No, but it can act as a guide.

The rebuilding of trade union or-
ganisation that can deliver real change 
needs a mixture of local and national 
action; it will involve the union respond-
ing as vigorously to the political threats 
to members as it does to the economic 
threats to their employment conditions. 

The Brexit campaign shows that 
some workers direct their anger against 
migrants if given no alternative expla-
nation for economic decline.  The issue 
for the trade union movement should 
not be a concern at a lack of anger, rage 
or radicalism amongst working people. 
The central issue for the union move-
ment is passivity. The less members are 
mobilised to defend living standards, 
the more confidence is sapped. It is this 
passivity that allows right-wing dema-
gogues to offer false hopes as a way out 
of our current political impoverishment.

We live in an era where the old 
political certainties have dissolved. It 
is not a given that what replaces the 
old political order will be progressive.  
To ensure that it does takes conscious 
intervention in the world we live in, 
based on values of solidarity and 
collectivity with a coherent alternative 
to competition and marketisation.

‘ The rebuilding of trade 
union organisation that can  
deliver real change 
needs ... the union 
responding as vigorously 
to the political threats to 
members as it does to the 
economic threats to their 
employment conditions. 

National or local: how to build fighting unions after the Trade Union Act

W ith the passing of the Trade 
Union Act, organised labour has 
been weakened.  This was an 

unnecessary setback. The TUC failed 
to mount serious opposition to the Bill. 
Contrast the TUC’s campaign with the 
opposition put up by the CGT in France 
to the Hollande Government’s new 
labour legislation. http://bit.ly/2p5L3x2

The Tory law limits our abil-
ity to organise, introducing new 
ballot thresholds that will make 
lawful national action difficult for 
many public sector unions.

This attack comes at a time when 
British workers’ wages have been 
frozen for the longest period in over 70 
years http://bit.ly/2pxcvac On every 
barometer, working people’s lives have 
deteriorated since the economic crash 
in 2008. In the drive to outdo compet-
itors, employers increase the pressure 
on workers to work harder and faster 
for less.  Spiralling workloads, bullying 
managers, longer hours and insecure 
contracts are the norm for millions in 
Britain today. The need for militant 
trade unionism has never been greater.

With the lowest level of strike days 
lost since records began, trade unions 
in Britain look increasing irrelevant. 
The response of the union leaders has 
been to retreat from national action. 
Our leaders encourage local disputes 
to clock up ‘wins’ as an alternative 
to national action, and in an attempt 
to make unions remain relevant.

There are still over six million 
workers in trade unions, approximately 
a quarter of the total workforce, and 
there are hundreds of thousands of 
union reps.  At a local level (as in the 
Durham Teaching Assistants), trade 
unionists are engaging in courageous 
action to defend jobs and services.

Employers are not confident and 
cohesive - they are divided, cautious 
and detached. The vote to leave the 
European Union has sent employers 
into a tail spin of rage and confusion. 
Their continued indulgence in yachts, 
luxury cars and multiple homes has 
led workers to despise the employ-
ing class http://bit.ly/2pYC05E

In this context rather than leading 
a national fight trade union leaders are 
retreating into local disputes. If British 
trade unionism is to be successful at 
recruiting the next generation of work-
ers then it needs a strategy that goes 
beyond fighting localised battles. We 
need a national strategy that matches 
the government and employers’ nation-
al offensive against working people.

Given Trump, May and the near 
disaster of a Nazi President in France, 
we need more than ever a trade union 
movement that can launch national 
action. We need a trade unionism that 

is equally aggressive at fighting racism 
as it is in defending workers’ collective 
rights and conditions of service; one 
that is as engaged in addressing gender 
inequality or precarious contracts as it 
is committed to winning pay increases 
and defending national pay rates.

This article argues that we need 
to make a shift to taking regional 
initiatives whilst at the same time 
maintaining pressure on our lead-
ers to lead a national fight against 
the attacks on working people.

I’m all right Jack …
For most union leaders the emphasis 
is building up local union strength by 
encouraging local battles. They argue 

that the union is not in a position to 
sustain national action due to members’ 
lack of enthusiasm for strike action, 
or structural weakness or the aggres-
sive use of the law by the employers. 
Therefore we need to rebuild local 
union organisation by encouraging 
branches to take action over issues of 
immediate concern. Thus, they argue, 
we will rebuild the sectional workplace 
strength that delivers national action.

Many union activists across the 
movement have been doing this for 
years. This has enabled them to build 
relatively strong workplace organisa-

tion. It has been the inability of trade 
union leaders to generalise this expe-
rience more widely that has left them 
unable to build national strike action. 

However, this approach is not a 
new one. It is based upon the way the 
British trade unions were built in the 
1950/60s which was accurately por-
trayed, albeit mockingly, in the 1950s 
Peter Sellers’ film I’m alright Jack.

Economic boom in the 1950s-1960s 
allowed workers to organise pay and 
conditions on a sectional level. Work-
ers in industries such as car plants 
successfully organised wage increases 
through local industrial action.  Stew-
ards organised networks that cut across 
industry to keep each other informed 

 Sean VerneLL
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Halting casualisationA Women’s right to choose

M otions on ratification have been 
submitted by the Anti-Casulisation 
Committee (ACC) and others to 

Congress with the aim of getting fair pay 
and job security for the casualised. We 
ask for your support for these motions.

Why a panel to look at local 
agreements on HPLs?
The story begins with the Framework 
Agreement for HE. ALL staff in universi-
ties were intended to be ‘assimilated’ to 
the pay spine, but HPLs were most often 
left out in pre-92 institutions. In 2005/6 
this was regarded as a serious sell-out 
by many who got the rough end of it.

National sign-off panels to sup-
port branches negotiating local im-
plementation of the Framework, and 
ensure minimum standards, were 
set up by AUT (the Pay Implemen-
tation Group - PIG) and NATFHE. 

Most post-92 branches (this took 
place over the period of the AUT/NAT-
FHE merger that created UCU) made 
sure HPLs were included, even though 
that slowed things down. At the same 
time they pushed for as many HPLs as 
possible to get fractional contracts.

The AUT Fixed-Term and Hourly 
Paid Staff Committee (FTHP) lobbied 
for the same to happen in pre-92s, 
where national negotiation on HPL pay 
was unacceptable to employers. FTHP 
sent a motion to AUT Council. PIG start-
ed to insist the employer at least com-
mitted to assimilating HPLs later. Many 
such promises remain unimplemented. 

Shortly after merger, the new HEC 
considered a proposal that hourly-paid 
should be a priority in post-92s only. 
FTHP sent a paper, which was sup-
ported by excellent allies, and HEC 
members took time out to read it. 
They agreed conversion to permanent 
posts as a policy objective across the 
whole of HE, and that framework 
negotiations should include that aim.

However, having wound up the 
industrial dispute, and reached agree-
ments for “mainstream” staff, there 
was little bargaining power left for 
trying to get decent agreements for 
pre-92 HPLs. The whistle was blown 

at HESC in 2009 that HPLs were being 
assimilated to ‘bank’ contracts, a form 
of Zero Hours Contract (ZHC). An 
emergency motion instructed HEC to 
set up a ratification panel for HPLs.

This, with the new UCU ACC, 
produced a checklist, which branch-
es used to ensure agreements were 
in line with national policy and 
guidelines - such as how to calcu-
late the pro rata fraction for HPLs. 

On the panel we got some good 
agreements coming from branch-
es, and together improved others. It 
was usually the HPL panel members 
who spotted attempts to retain ZHCs 
and non-employment contracts.

Later, in response to HESC motions, 
the National Review Panel (NRP) was 
set up to establish checklists and guid-
ance on other locally negotiated matters. 
Hourly Paid ratification was eventually 
integrated into NRP, but when dealing 
with HP agreements, the HEC represent-
ative of casually employed members and 
a person put forward by ACC are includ-
ed in what is now called the NRP-HP.

Casualising Clauses
UCU has done much to raise the 

profile of abusive employment in HE/
FE, but some managements contin-
ue to try to maintain ‘flexibility’ for 
themselves by introducing casualising 
clauses, even when the tenor of most of 
the agreement implies that job security 

is on offer. A wide range of 
terminology is used, and 
it is important that we all 
look out for such cases. 

An example would 
be that management can 
vary the number of hours 
to be worked where there 
is an unexpected change 
in the amount to be done. 
Does this mean that man-
agement can unilaterally 
reduce hours and pay, with 
no acceptable minimum? 
If so it is the kind of var-
iable hours contract that 
breaches policy. Can hours 
be reduced to zero? If so it 

is a zero hours contract. We need to be 
vigilant if we want UCU’s high profile 
campaigning on ZHCs to result in real, 
rather than fictitious, job security.

Another danger is that such 
clauses begin to affect staff cat-
egories currently on full time or 
fractional permanent contracts.

Assurances that such clauses will 
be rarely used are insufficient - ex-
perience has shown that if loopholes 
that allow casualisation are agreed, it 
is likely to be rolled out as the norm 
when applied in the front line. 

Why we still need a ratification 
process

There is a wish to reduce the 
process because of cost, and instead 
to seek incremental improvements 
locally year on year. But this is a 
dangerous approach, because:

● employers are in touch with each 
other, and contracts that do not meet 
policy but are agreed by UCU will spread

● there are still HPLs not on the pay 
spine, who need equal treatment with 
permanent staff as regards ratification

● some on the pay spine are 
not paid for all work done, and/
or in vulnerable employment

● there are new HPLs, 
brought in post-Framework

● an agreement on HPLs is a 
considerable undertaking and rare-
ly if ever returned to annually

Ratification - Protection for HPLs

Jean crocker & LeSLey kane

T his year marks the 50th anniver-
sary of the UK abortion act, and 
globally women’s bodies remain a 

battleground. We are seeing growing 
advances on women’s bodies as objects to 
be controlled and also growing resist-
ance. The right to autonomy over your 
own body is fundamental to the fight for 
labour rights – how can we have freedom 
over our labour without freedom over 
our bodies? Choice is a trade union issue. 

In the UK the trade union and 
labour movement has given support 
to the pro-choice movement since the 
1970s.  In 1975 the National Abortion 
Campaign was formed to fight a pri-
vate members’ bill proposed by James 
White MP which sought to restrict the 
1967 Abortion Act.  Many trade unions 
adopted pro-choice policies and affiliat-
ed to NAC.  NAC later merged with the 
Abortion Law Reform Association to form 
Abortion Rights, the main pro-choice 
organisation in the UK.  In 1979 the 

TUC called a national demonstration in 
defence of women’s abortion rights, in 
opposition to another anti-abortion bill, 
the Corrie Bill.  The trade union support 
contributed to the defeat of attempts to 
restrict the 1967 Abortion Act.  Femi-
nists active within the union movement 
developed awareness within the move-
ment that women cannot be equal in 
the workplace without reproductive 
rights and equality in the wider society.

US gag rule
In the US the election of Donald Trump 
and the regressive agenda of hate his 
victory represents has huge implications 
for choice. Who can forget that image 
of a wealthy white man, surrounded by 
wealthy white men, declaring a death 

sentence for impoverished black women 
worldwide with the return of Reagan’s 
gag rule which requires any overseas or-
ganisation which receives US aid to have 
no connection at all with abortion, down 
to discussion of abortion and provision 
of abortion with the organisation’s own 
funds. We know from WHO statistics 
that it is women in impoverished and 
war-torn countries who have the highest 
maternal death rates relating to repro-
ductive health and abortion: the gag rule 
acts to escalate this further. Meanwhile, 
over in the US itself, a combination of 
ultra anti-choicer Pence in the Vice Presi-
dency, the ongoing cost of the Republican 
war on planned parenthood and the 
likely tipping of the Supreme Court and 
subsequent test case to challenge Roe Vs 
Wade paints a gloomy picture for choice. 
Ultra-conservative religious beliefs are 
winning out over science on whether 
women can be considered rational deci-
sion makers in the “home of the free”. 

In the UK choice 
is supported by the 
majority of the UK 
public. We need to 
be wary that while 
the US influenced 
anti-choice move-
ment developing 
here may not be 
changing public 
opinion, the tactics 

they import from the US including clinic 
lobbies put women and health workers at 
risk. We do not have the same ultra-con-
servative religious element in our right 
wing and figures such as Nadine Dorries 
have tended to be seen as on the fringe 
within the neo-liberal Tory party. But 
the attack on our NHS and the opening 
up of privatisation may very quickly see 
reproductive rights as a “political choice” 
which the tax-payer should not be paid 
for: austerity has already removed choice 
for many as the choice to have a child 
becomes a financial impossibility. The 
audacity of the decision by the Tories to 
gift the “tampon tax” to an anti-abortion 
group shows where we could be heading 
very quickly without an organised fight. 

Each May in Birmingham we have a 

visit from the March for Life, a US spon-
sored conglomerate of anti-choice groups 
which gather around the call for “life 
from conception, no exception”. That is, 
to be clear, no exception as in not if the 
foetus will die at birth or if the woman’s 
life is at risk amongst the other many rea-
sons abortion becomes the difficult but 
necessary choice. Birmingham is chosen 
because of our history as the home of 
the first pregnancy advisory clinic.  This 
year we are looking at our biggest ever 
counter-demonstration with coaches 
coming to support us from around the 
UK. The spirit of the women’s marches 
this Spring was one of defiance and 
solidarity, and we hope that this spirit will 
be alive and resisting on May the 20th. 

Freedom from oppression
The fight for bodily autonomy is part of 
the bigger fight – the fight for freedom 
from oppression in all of its forms. From 
demanding freedom from police oppres-
sion and violence for black bodies, to 
fighting for the right of Muslim women 
to choose how they clothe their bodies, 
to defending women as rational decision 
makers with the right to reproductive au-
tonomy over their bodies, to the ongoing 
battle to defend and gain rights for work-
ers to control the labour of their bodies, 
to the free movement for all bodies, 
trades unions are key. Education is key. 
They are trying to turn the clock back on 
all of our rights, and the fight for choice 
and for women’s autonomy is one of the 
key battlegrounds. From radicalising our 
educational institutions as promoters of 
bodily autonomy to joining other unions 
in campaigning for reproductive rights 
as essential worker rights, UCU can and 
must play a key role as an education 
union in fighting for choice and freedom. 

Addendum
While the term “woman” and “wom-
en” has been used here to recognise 
the specific gendered nature of the 
fight for reproductive choice, this is 
not intended to dismiss or neglect the 
specific need for choice for trans men 
and non-binary individuals and this 
must also be part of our movement. 

50 years on from the abortion act: why choice is a trade union fight

rhiannon LockLey
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Defending EU workers the caMpaign to DefenD the freeDoM of MoVeMent acroSS europe poSt Brexit

T he campaign to defend freedom of 
movement across Europe post-Brex-
it started immediately after the 

European Union referendum on 23 June 
2016. It was launched by a group of 
activists within the UCU. We believed 
that we needed to push the union 
leadership to take a clear stand about 
freedom of movement after Britain 
leaves the EU and about the situation in 
Britain of workers from other parts of 
Europe. But we are developing it into 
a broader campaign involving activists 
from across the trade union movement.

In Britain, immigration restrictions 
are at the centre of the Brexit agen-
da. Theresa May has made scrapping 
freedom of movement a priority in the 
Brexit negotiation and has insisted 
on using the position of EU citizens 
resident in the UK as a bargaining chip. 

On top of this, the Tory government 
is intensifying attacks on international 
students, immigrants and refugees. 
The general election campaign has 
seen May wrap herself in the Union 
Jack to present herself as the cham-
pion of Brexit and to win over UKIP 
voters. She has reaffirmed the ex-
isting Tory commitment to reduce 
net migration to 100,000 a year.

Right to remain
Unfortunately, institutional political 

reactions so far have been quite weak. 
This is true despite growing awareness 
that racism is a big problem and we 
need to mobilise against it. Both Tory 
and Labour Remainers have complete-
ly changed their tunes, and have not 
defended free movement. The Tories 
opposed the amendment to the Article 
50 bill guaranteeing Europeans who 
live and work in Britain the right to 
remain. Although Labour supports the 
right to remain of EU citizens in Britain, 
pressures on Jeremy Corbyn within the 
Labour Party have been very strong. Cor-
byn initially refused to say that migra-
tion is the problem and instead blamed 
the exploitative practices of the bosses. 
But more recently, he made concessions 
to Labour right-wingers. The Labour 
election manifesto states that “freedom 

of movement will end when we [the 
UK] leaves the European Union”, and 
that Labour will develop new migration 
management systems that respond to 
specific labour and skill shortages.  

Trade unions also have not done 
much to oppose the threat to free-
dom of movement. Even union lead-
ers like Unite General Secretary Len 
McCluskey have embraced the idea 
of immigration restrictions on work-
ers from the EU. More generally, the 
few union initiatives against racism 
and to defend the right to remain of 
EU citizens have not addressed the 
question of freedom of movement. Or 
those who have, like the Trades Un-
ion Congress, they are not mobilising 
their members around these issues.

 
Campaigning 
In our view, however, organising a grass 
root mobilisation in defence of freedom 
of movement should be a priority for 
the labour movement and is crucial 
to fighting racism. Any restrictions on 
freedom of movement, and our right 
to work without discrimination based 
on nationality, in fact, will put increas-

ing competitive pressure on workers 
from rest of the Europe and worsen 
their conditions. And workers from 
the EU represent a significant sector 
of the workforce in this country. 

As far as the HE sector is concerned, 
over 31,000 UK university academics 
come from the EU – sixteen percent of 
the total. In London colleges like LSE, 
Imperial, King’s and UCL, between a 
quarter and a third of staff comes from 
the EU. EU nationals make up about 
12% of the workforce in the hospitality 
and tourism sector, 10% of registered 
doctors and 4% of nurses. Attacking the 
conditions of these workers will affect 
working conditions in these sectors, 
increase competitive pressure on all 
workers and weaken our unions. 

Immigration restrictions are not 
aimed at protecting the interests of 
native born workers, on the contrary. 
They are a means of regulating labour 
markets to reproduce the division 
between “insiders” and more precarious 
“outsiders” with fewer rights. Immi-
grants are not the reason for degrada-
tion in the areas where the leave vote 
was strongest as leave voters perceived. 

Fighting for the defence of the Freedom of Movement Rather the blame lies with manage-
ment decisions to underpay and exploit 
workers and the lack of appropriate 
investment in these areas. Immigration 
restrictions for workers from the EU will 
further enhance the segmentation of the 
labour market in the UK, and they will 
likely trigger further worsening of mi-
gration legislation for non-EU workers. 
This will thus reinforce the downward 
existing spiral of competition in pay 
and working conditions for all workers, 
and this, in its turn, will further fuel 
popular racism and racist hate crimes.

Taking away the rights of one group 
of workers and making them more vul-
nerable will divide the working class as a 
whole and undermine its ability to resist. 

Unity is strength 
Our strength depends on unity and sol-
idarity. So defending workers from the 
rest of the EU isn’t a distraction from the 
wider anti-racist struggle. On the con-
trary, May’s decision to scrap freedom 
of movement has opened a new front in 
that struggle. Successfully defending EU 
workers can help us win other battles 
against racism and against austerity.

We believe that there is a huge 
potential for mobilisation within British 
society – and mobilisation from below 

can have an impact on union leaders 
and the Brexit debate more generally. 
That’s why we are seeking to build a 
wider trade union campaign for:

● freedom of movement 
and opposition to points-based 
immigration schemes

● up-front guarantee for existing 
EU/EEA citizens in the UK to stay

● immediate removal of internation-
al students from net migration targets

● full recognition of workers’ rights 
throughout EU withdrawal negotiations

The motion for freedom of move-
ment we drafted was passed by number 
of UCU branches and committees: UCU 
Scotland, Goldsmiths, King’s College 
London, University of Leeds, Liverpool 
University jointly by UCU, UNISON and 
UNITE, London Met coordinating meet-
ing, London Region, London Retired 
Members, Middlesex, Northampton, Ox-
ford, Dundee, North West Region, and 
SOAS University of London. On the 25th 
of November 2016 the UCU National 
Executive Committee voted overwhelm-
ingly for the motion devised by the Free 
Movement Campaign. The motion was 
proposed by Carlo Morelli, a member of 
the campaign, NEC member and UCU 
Left member. The UCU has thus been 
the first union in Britain to take a clear 

stand in favour of freedom of move-
ment after Brexit. UCU London Region 
and UCU Scotland have also affiliated 
to the Free Movement Campaign.

This issue has also been taken 
up by trade unionists in Unite, NUT 
and Unison. And we have started 
working with student unions at the 
local level. Working with UNISON 
and NUS in individual universities 
can help build a stronger campaign 
and push managements to give bet-
ter support for all immigrant staff. 

At present, EU students do not 
need visas to study here and pay the 
same as local UK students which is up 
to £9,000 a year. In future, it is possi-
ble that EU students will be required 
to pay international rates as high as 
£20,000 a year. Indebtedness is becom-
ing an almost inevitable condition for 
this generation where precarity is rife. 
Furthermore, EU staff do not need visas. 

However, this will change if free 
movement is eliminated. Our motion 
resolves for UCU branches to lobby 
principals and VCs publicly to guarantee 
that for the indefinite future there will 
be no change in the employment or 
student status including fee conditions 
of students and staff from the EU.

We also need the campaign to spread 
to other unions. European workers are 
to be found throughout the economy 
and so the entire trade union movement 
needs to take up their cause. Organis-
ing a broad campaign for freedom of 
movement will help demystify the idea 
that worsening working conditions 
depend on immigration – and not on 
the crisis, neoliberalism, austerity and 
border restrictions themselves. It is 
therefore crucial for opposing increas-
ing racism and racist hate crimes. 

We believe that a victory on this 
front would reinforce the anti-racist 
movement and the labour movement 
more in generally. This is not just an 
issue concerning EU workers but immi-
grant workers from all over the world 
and the rights of all workers in the UK.

● The Campaign has created a ded-
icated website https://freemove-
mentlabour.wordpress.com/ and has 
published letters to both the Guard-
ian and Times Higher Education. 
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Defending pensionsChallenging institutional racism

P ensions are deferred salary and 
the barrier against poverty and 
misery in old age. Many members, 

particularly those on casualised contracts, 
already face working until they drop or 
extreme poverty. The gender, race and 
disability pay gaps also translate into re-
duced pensions. Pensions have been un-
der attack for a number of years and the 
impression is often still given that pen-
sioners are somehow ripping off society.

Deficit myth 
Discussion of pensions generally involves 
both numbers and jargon, which can 
be off putting to members. However, 
members and branches need to empower 
themselves and be ready with a proactive 
strategy to deflect and defeat attacks 
before they have built up strength. 

In the case of USS, the pre-92 pension 
in HE, but which also has some post-92 
members, the three yearly valuation 
poses a particular threat. Both the 2011 
and 2014 valuations led to reduced 
benefits and increased contributions due 
to ‘recovery’ plans to correct the valua-
tion ‘deficit’. This ‘deficit’ was due to the 
approach to valuation not due to a lack 
of funds to pay pensions. Unless we take 
action to prevent the 2017 valuation 
showing further nonsensical ‘deficits’ it 
could also lead to further reductions in 
benefits and increases in payments. 

In 2011 we took insufficient in-
dustrial action to prevent an inferi-
or career average related earnings 
(CARE) scheme being introduced for 
new members and members leav-
ing USS for more than 30 months. 

As I and other UCU Left members 
predicted, the discriminatory two tier 
scheme became a one tier scheme in 
2016. This was due to the cuts in benefits 
and increases in contributions associated 
with the 2014 valuation. All members 
were moved onto a CARE scheme, now 
called CRB. The accrual rate (amount of 
pension you get for each year of salary) 
was slightly improved at 1/70 compared 
to 1/80 for both the previous CARE and 
final salary schemes. Yet contributions 
also increased yet again to 8%, having 
been 6.35% in 2010. This increase in 

contributions wiped out the increase 
in benefits for former CARE members, 
but the increase in benefits was por-
trayed as an improvement and therefore 
could be used to divide members. The 
improvement in accrual rate was not 
nearly sufficient to cover the reduction in 
CRB compared to final salary benefits. 

Discrimination 
The closure of the final salary scheme 
was probably particularly disadvanta-
geous to women, BME and disabled 
members, due to slower promotion. 
Inflation proofing was also reduced and 
capped at 10%. If and when inflation 
starts increasing this could significant-
ly reduce the real value of pensions. 

Prior to 2016 all USS pensions 
were based on defined benefits (DB). 
In October 2016 benefits for salary 
over £55,000 were moved to a de-
fined contributions (DC) pension. DC 
pensions generally have considerably 
lower benefits than DB ones, as well as 
significant uncertainty in the amount of 
pension received for given contributions. 
Now that DC has been introduced, there 
is the risk that the threshold could be 
reduced to cover a significantly greater 
proportion of pensions. There are also 
indications that some employers would 
like all pensions to be moved to DC. 

According to USS figures total 
income last year from investments, 
employer and employer contributions 

and other payments was £3.1 billion. 
Pension and benefit payments were 
£1.8 billion and operating costs £0.11 
billion, part due to ‘exceptional’ costs, 
presumably at least in part the unwant-
ed change of some benefits to DC. 

USS currently has £49.9 billion net 
assets available for benefits, an increase 
of £0.7 billion from the previous year, 
and £0.4 billion net assets from AVCs 
(additional voluntary contributions). 
Clearly USS is financial sound and 
growing so it is nonsensical to suggest 
that USS is not in a position to pay 
out pensions as they become due. 

 The valuation is a mathematical 
model of what happens in USS, pre-
sumably intended to determine that it 
has sufficient funds to cover pensions 
as they become due and operating 
costs. For this model to be useful it 
needs to both ask the right questions 
and use reasonable assumptions. 

However, the question is wheth-
er USS would be able to pay out all 
accrued member pensions and benefits 
(currently £59.8 billion) called liabil-
ities from assets if it closed tomorrow. 
This might be a sensible question for 
a single member pension scheme, but 
not for one based on a large sector 
such as pre-92 higher education, as it 
would require the collapse of the sector 
or, alternatively loss of confidence and 
withdrawal of most employers. 

Sector collapse would only occur 

Universities Superannuation Scheme (USS): Don’t fall for the valuation nonsense

L ooking around the urban West 
Midlands institution that I cur-
rently work in, it has a significant 

number of black teaching staff, about 
25%.  The proportion of minority ethnic 
groups in West Bromwich, the commu-
nity the college serves, is in fact almost 
41% and there is a clear and visibly 
greater proportion of black students 
to staff in all areas of the college.  

The problem of a lack of representa-
tion for BAME staff becomes starker 
as you move up the structures of the 
institution. There are only two black 
middle managers and no examples 
of anyone from a different heritage 
other than white European in a role 
above that, including all the curricu-
lum heads and senior management. 

This under-representation is mir-
rored across the country, 22% of 16 
to 18-year-olds and 29% of adults are 
from ethnic minority backgrounds. 
This figure rises sharply in our large 
cities; in London, for example, 44% of 
FE college students are non-white.  

The Education and Training Founda-
tion (ETF) reported in its 2014/15 sur-
vey that only 11% of staff and 9% of sen-
ior managers are black.  This includes 
7% of principals but more worryingly 
only 4% of assistant principals, those 
who are expected to be next in line.

For a long time, FE has been the 
sector at the forefront of helping disad-
vantaged students.  So why is it failing 
to get to grips with attracting, recruiting 
and promoting enough black staff?  

Incorporation 
The massive change in college culture 
that was kick-started by incorporation 
did not help the progression of teaching 
staff.  The sharp increase in the gradient 
of the hierarchies in colleges seeming-
ly took management out of reach of 
teachers and it heralded the dawn of 
senior managements becoming domi-
nated by finance and marketing experts 
plucked from outside education and 
from sectors with even less diversity.  

In 2002, the Commission for Black 
Staff in Further Education, set up to 
tackle these issues after the McPher-

son Report into institutional racism 
published its report.  This promised to 
be the beginning of a genuine attempt 
to address the problems of under-rep-
resentation and the difficulties experi-
enced by those working in the sector.  

Unfortunately, massive funding 
cuts and the government policy of 
austerity meant that, after a flurry of 
promotions and a marked improvement 
in policies and practices, the momen-
tum was soon lost and the number 
of black staff across the sector are 
back to the levels of the late 1990s.  

A victim of austerity, the Network 
for Black and Asian Professionals 
(BNAP) was one organisation that 
did help improve representation, 
although it pursued a very top-
down approach to the problem.

Narratives of blame 
One of the recommendations made 
by the 2002 commission was that 
colleges should use targeted training 
and mentoring alongside developing 
networks of support for black staff.  The 
lack of representation means that these 
types of networks that help white staff 
are either non-existent for their black 
counterparts or are accessed or devel-
oped at a much later stage in careers.  

This idea is now one of the only 
recommendations that has survived 
the last fifteen years of neglect in the 
sector. The ETF are currently develop-
ing a ‘Leadership Pipeline for BAME 
Staff in Further Education and Train-
ing’, which works along these lines.  

Although there is a place for this 
approach, when pursued in isolation 
it starts to reinforce a narrative that 
the fault for lack of progression and 
under-representation lies with those 
being disadvantaged: black staff. 

Those of us who experience the 
reality of working in FE will tell you that 
the problems of being stereotyped and 
of managers having low expectations far 
outweigh a lack of qualifications and ex-
perience.  In fact, the 2002 commission 
and the recent survey of over 700 black 
UCU members, showed that black staff 
are, on average, more qualified than 

their white colleagues at the same level.  
Being undermined by man-

gers, colleagues and students and 
having to face daily micro-aggres-
sions must be addressed if we are 
to have a FE environment in which 
we can progress and thrive.

Our job as trade unionists is to push 
for the creation of anti-racist colleges 
which will have policies that imbed 
race equality in all reaches of our 
sector and a process of accountability 
that steers us away from the tick-box 
approach and encourages real trans-
formation.  There is a need to set race 
equality employment targets that are 
not dismissed easily with claims that 
the black candidates are not out there.  

There needs to be recruitment 
processes that keep candidates anon-
ymous for as long as possible and 
black representation on interview 
panels who should all be trained in 
methods for eradicating bias.  We 
need to look at diversifying the gov-
ernance of colleges alongside democ-
ratising their selection processes.

Themed learning weeks 
These policies will also require cul-
tural change amongst staff and stu-
dents.  UCU can be at the forefront 
of cultural change.  There should be 
replication and expansion of the fan-
tastic success of the themed learning 
weeks developed initially at City and 
Islington College by union members 
and rolled out in more London Col-
leges by way of UCU Left networks.  

The event transforms the curricu-
lum by taking the theme of ‘we are all 
immigrants’ and approaching it from 
all subject areas.  This overtly anti-rac-
ist topic inspired both students and 
staff, of whatever background, to share 
their perspective and experiences with 
confidence rather than being forced to 
view cultural difference as a barrier.

It is UCU members, black and 
white, in their branches, regionally and 
nationally, that need to develop and 
campaign for a more radical programme 
that can bring about the change that is 
so desperately needed in our colleges. 

The Need for Anti-Racist Colleges

DaVe Muritu Marion herSh
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General Election

in the event of catastrophic climate 
change or collapse of all financial 
institutions, in which case members 
would be concerned with basic sur-
vival rather than the quality of life. 
Employer surveys by USS show that 
the employer ‘covenant’ or willingness 
and ability to pay into USS is secure for 
at least the next 20 years. One of the 
few things that could challenge this is 
excessive derisking. A degree of prudence 
is required in all investment strategies 
due to uncertainty for instance, in market 
behaviour and investment income. 

However, the derisking approach pro-
posed by USS in reality could significant-
ly increase rather than reduce risk, as it is 
based on low risk investments which pro-
vide USS wth low income. This has the 
potential of leading to a downward spiral 
of reduced income and increased deficits. 

This could lead to the very situa-
tion USS wants to avoid of employers 
withdrawing, as they consider that 
USS is no longer viable. There has also 
been some unfortunate USS scaremon-
gering about the ‘deficit’ which could 
also reduce the employer ‘covenant’.

 The assumptions are also problem-
atical. For instance, the calculation of 
investment income is based on all gilts 

(UK government bonds), which are low 
risk and also have a low rate of return. 
In reality, only a small proportion of USS 
investment is in gilts and a significant 
proportion in equities (shares in the own-
ership of companies), which generally 
have much higher income. In advice to 
UCU, pension advisors First Actuarial 
have calculated for every £1.00 invested 
in equities requires £1.80 to be invested 
in gilts to cover all liabilities. Therefore, 
a calculation based on gilts leads to an 
artificially increased ‘deficit’ compared 
to one based on real USS investments. 

Other incorrect assumptions include 
overly optimistic assumptions about 
increases in life expectancy and salary. 
We’d all be very happy if the employ-
ers used USS estimates for pay rises 
in the pay negotiations each year! 

The date for which the valuation is 
calculated in 31 March 2017, but the 
calculation will continue for the next 
15 months. There are some indica-
tions that USS is open to changing the 
valuation assumptions and a consulta-
tion took place with the employers in 
March, with the USS Board supposed 
to take a decision in mid-April. 

UCU agreed a good two-pronged 
strategy at the September 2014 USS con-

ference consisting of defending pensions, 
including by challenging the valuation 
approach, and industrial action. Unfortu-
nately, neither action was implemented 
strongly enough. Some branches have 
successfully engaged with their man-
agement to challenge the valuation 
approach and support UCU proposals for 
2017, but the majority have not, possibly 
because they find the technical argu-
ments related to pensions too difficult. 
There may be further opportunities to 
challenge and change the valuation 
approach, but it seems likely that we 
will need to be prepared to take further 
industrial action in defence of pensions. 

A further UCU concern, expressed 
in motions at two Higher Education 
Sector Conferences is for ethical invest-
ment which totally rejects certain types 
of investment, for instance in tobacco, 
landmines and cluster bombs and ther-
mal coal. USS has so far rejected this on 
purely financial grounds, as not meeting 
its duty to members. However, there is no 
evidence that ethical investment strate-
gies cannot be found which perform just 
as well. In addition, legislation allows 
ethical views to be taken into account, 
even if they affect investment return, 
if desired by a majority of members. 

Kick the Tories out

Hands 
Off Our 

Workmates

Stand Up To Racism

EU nationals are 
welcome here

Universities Superannuation Scheme (USS) continued  
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UCU Left is a national organisation of University and 
College Union activists. It is committed to ensuring that:

n  the UCU has a democratic structure through which 
members can determine policy

n  elected officers and professional officials can be held acc  
ountable.

UCU Left seeks to:

n  defend educational equality

n  oppose the consequences of neo-liberal marketisation

n  oppose all forms of racism, sexism, oppression and 
imperialism.

Join UCU Left
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Institution & UCU branch

Join UCU Left today To join fill in the form below and send it 
to 90 Mornington Road, London E11 3DX

Join online at www.uculeft.org


