Colleagues

A few weeks ago, we notified members that the Coordinating Committee had decided to invoke the official procedure for the resolution of disputes. This was in response to a situation in the School of Education in which two Senior Lecturers (Ac3) had been promoted temporarily to Ac4 via a mechanism completely at variance with the existing agreed promotions procedure.

A special negotiating meeting (JNC) between trade unions and management under the auspices of that procedure took place this morning.

It is with regret that we have to inform members that the meeting did not achieve a resolution of the issue.

The UCU regards the promotions that took place in the School of Education as a breach of the promotions procedure, which exists as a formal agreement between the University and the UCU. The way that these promotions have taken place is at odds with the agreed promotions agreement in a number of key ways:
1. It creates the possibility (as in this case) of temporary promotion to Ac4. Those promoted in this way will be demoted back to Ac3 when management decide the role is finished
2. It ties the Ac4 grade to specific responsibilities, rather than it being recognition of responsibilities taken on in a range of areas, which might change in the future
3. As a result it threatens to turn Ac4 from an academic into a management grade
4. If this became the only mechanism by which to achieve promotion, it would limit the number of possible promotions in each school
5. As a result, it makes promotion a competitive process
6. It puts promotion decisions in the hands of the Head of School, rather than in the remit of cross-University panels, thereby making local budget consideration a primary factor in promotions decisions and threatening equality of opportunity across the University
7. It removes the right of review for those initially turned down for promotion.
Management say that, even though this mechanism is outside of the agreed procedure, they are entitled to promote people in this way because they are appointing to newly created ‘posts’. In fact, these are not new posts. Rather, this is only the allocation of certain leadership responsibilities, and the language of ‘appointments’ and ‘posts’ is simply a way of justifying departing from the procedure to avoid making these promotions permanent.

Senior management have made it very clear that ditching the existing promotions procedure is high on their agenda. Eighteen months ago they tried to scrap the Ac4 component of the procedure, which was only restored as a result of industrial action by the UCU. The Coordinating Committee strongly suspects that the process recently used in Education corresponds very closely to the way that management would like all promotions to Ac4, and maybe to Ac3 as well, to take place.

It is also likely that the timing of these unofficial promotions is not an accident. The UCU is set to enter into negotiations with senior management over a new promotions procedure and the establishment of an alternative promotions mechanism sets a useful precedent for the management side in advance of those negotiations.

When the UCU initially raised our concerns about the School of Education promotions, we suggested a simple remedy. The two individuals concerned should be encouraged to submit an application for promotion in the normal way and have their newly agreed responsibilities taken into account under the agreed procedure. When we declared a formal ‘failure to agree’ on this issue, the two ‘promotions’ should have been put on hold under the status quo clause in the disputes procedure. None of this happened. Instead, management proceeded to formalise the School of Education’s decision, arguing today that reversing it was now impossible.

As you will see from the Vice Chancellor’s statement, the University is trying to maintain the illogical position that while these two promotions did indeed take place outside of the agreed promotions procedure, this does not represent a breach of the procedure. It is obvious that it is precisely because these promotions took place outside of the procedure that they do breach the procedure. Management continue to claim that this way of promoting lecturers has been used many times in the past. They presented no evidence to support this assertion, but in any case this is effectively a claim that there is more than one promotions procedure in operation at the University of Brighton, only one of which is agreed with the recognised trade union.

Senior management’s only offer to resolve the dispute this morning was to seek to agree with the UCU a future mechanism for bypassing the promotions procedure and remunerating staff who are ‘acting up’. In other words, we were invited to agree to the very thing that we have objected to! They are as aware as we are that such a mechanism, if it became widely used, would very quickly achieve the erosion of the existing promotions procedure.

The Vice Chancellor concluded today’s meeting by indicating that the University is in favour of taking advantage of the provision in the disputes procedure which allows for the involvement of the arbitration service, ACAS. We are awaiting this proposal in writing.

In the meantime, we have indicated that the UCU remains in dispute with the University over this issue and that there can be no question of our participation in negotiations over a new promotions procedure until this issue is resolved satisfactorily.

There will be a round of branch meetings in the next few weeks on each campus at which members will have the opportunity to discuss this issue and the UCU’s response to it. 

UCU negotiators
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