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Contract Research Forum Minutes

Report of the meeting of the Contract Research Forum held on Wednesday 3 May 2006.

1 Minutes of Previous Meeting

The minutes were approved.

2 Matters Arising

Catriona Wilson was welcomed to the Forum as a permanent member.

3 CRS Mentoring Scheme 

The first meeting of the mentoring scheme working group took place on 17 April 2006 and the paper was subsequently discussed at the CRS Sub-Group Meeting on 24 April.  Dundee University has indicated that they would be happy to set up a cross-institutional mentoring scheme for research staff.  Individuals will be given the choice of an external or internal mentor and also of whether or not they would like someone closely related to their own specialisms to be their mentors.  

Catriona Wilson from Staff Development has offered to administer the scheme if it uses the same structure as the female academic mentoring scheme which is considered a good template for the new CRS scheme.  This will require some additional temporary admin/clerical support.   The female academic mentoring scheme pilot will end in May and Catriona will then meet with Dundee University to review it and decide how best to implement the CRS scheme.  

Care should be taken that the mentoring scheme does not conflict with the Q6 review scheme which is being implemented as part of the Framework Agreement.

4 A
Update from CRS Skills Working Group

Ruth Neiland advised the Forum on the current training courses that are being run for post docs/teaching fellows.  It was noted that attendance could be better, around 25% of post doctoral research staff attend the courses.  In the future, the expectation is that 10 days per year should be  allocated for postdoctoral training purposes.  Research staff who have attended these courses have found them extremely useful.  

It was agreed that Principal Investigators should encourage research staff to attend courses.  Recent update sessions have been introduced which are obligatory for Principal Investigators to attend and it was generally thought that the benefits of training for research staff should be highlighted at these sessions.

A Research Grants Application Workshop will be held on 9 May, it is a one day course for post docs which will include information on applying for research grants and making successful bids.  The guest speaker will be Professor John Wakeford who is the Founder and Director of the Missenden Seminars and national development programmes, including graduate school development, quality assurance and enhancement, and RAE strategy.   
B    Information on the Gradskills Conference in June

A Grad Skills Conference will be held on 9 June for Post Docs and PhD Students, it is a one day event which will include discussions on European opportunities such as Marie Curie Funding.  It will also cover the commercialisation of research and entrepreneurial research. There will be high profile key note speakers and it will provide an opportunity for networking. 

5 Update on standardisation of fixed term contracts

The agreement on the standardisation of fixed term contracts is nearly complete.  It will go to various Committees and finally to the University Court for approval.  At present, the University can’t confirm that each researcher employed continuously for four years will be offered a ‘standard’ contract, this will depend on individual circumstances.  

The University and AUT are going to negotiate redundancy and redeployment policies.

It was suggested that some PIs may deliberately not offer research staff extensions that would take them over the 4 year mark to avoid having to give them standard contracts when prior to the new legislation, it would not have been a problem.  It was confirmed that the University would not approve of this method of avoidance.

David Corner will be addressing contract research staff and PIs to confirm the University’s strategy in this area.

6 Research skills development

It was discussed whether it would be possible to offer generic training which would make researchers more employable and be able to transfer skills between projects.  However, to remain competitive the University has to look at the world market to gain the most experienced candidates and it may not be possible to transfer staff.  The Principal Investigator needs to use his/her judgement to match the project with the best candidate, projects have fixed terms and funding and direction/project changes are common which will require new expertise.

There will need to be further discussion with regard to how standard/fixed term contracts can be managed, if it is possible to move them into adjacent areas.  The Q6 review scheme will be an opportunity to discuss training within specialisms.  

7 Update on Academic Fellowships

Alan Miller updated the Forum on the University’s success in being granted 8 Academic Fellowship positions – 2 Psychology, 2 Biology, 1 Classics, 1 History, 1 IR, 1 Statistics.  The positions will be advertised openly and the successful candidates will be expected to move on to a Lectureship position after 5 years.  

8 Update on Framework Agreement

The Job Evaluation is on schedule, there will be intensive negotiations in May to decide what the pay spine will be, then the team will be ready to map the evaluations onto the spine.  This is ongoing and should happen by 1 August.  When the review strategy is negotiated this will be likely to change the way that promotions are currently carried out.  

9 Update on RAE 2008

Although Gordon Brown implied in a recent budget statement that the RAE may not go ahead  the majority of institutions have backed the original plans and would still like it to happen.     Submission will be made in November 2007 and it is key to the future success of the University that we perform as well as we did in 2001.  The result determines the base research grant that the University will be offered from SFC, currently over 13 million per year which covers infrastructure and part of the salaries for academic staff and support staff such as technicians involved in research.  

A University Code of Practice document for the RAE is currently being devised which will outline the eligibility criteria for submission to the RAE.  Only independent researchers can be entered and then there will be further selection to optimise the result.  Candidates included will need to be employed on the census date, 31 October 2007.   It is not essential that candidates have a standard contract but they must be a research leader and have their own independent funding. 

10 Questionnaire on conditions of employment for CRS

Louise Milne handed out a draft questionnaire which would be e-mailed to contract research staff representatives in each school to gain an overall picture of what equipment and physical space research staff have available to them.  There have been complaints that the conditions some staff are expected to work in are unsuitable. It was agreed that in general the questionnaire was a good draft, however it would need a paragraph to explain the reasons for the document being issued in order to confirm that there should be no false expectations at this stage and the University is only seeking to establish a standard baseline.  It is expected that the document will be anonymous but the school and location will be required. 

11 CRS who teach and current industrial action

If CRS teach within their normal working hours the current industrial action will not affect their contractual duties.  If the teaching work is out with normal hours than it will be paid by the hour so again this is not an issue. 

12 Length of CRS contracts versus length of grant awards

It was discussed at the subgroup on 24 April that there is an issue with 4 year grant awards only being offered for a shorter period of 2 years, when it is commonly known that there are a further 2 years of funding available.  It was established that although this does not appear good practice and does leave contract research staff dissatisfied it may be difficult to change this practice as Principal Investigators control their grants and it is for them to use their judgement on the performance of the research and to justify terms and length of contract.  The decisions may be based on results generated by the project and it will rely on his/her assessment of achievements and goals.  The project may need to change direction and there could be a major realignment of the project which may require a change in the skills and experience of the researcher.  

A discussion was held on whether or not HR has the authority to stop this system being abused, perhaps by obtaining more detailed grant information from the Research Grants Finance Office and negotiating with the Principal Investigator if there appears to be a vast difference in the period of appointment offered and the period of the grant.  However, it was thought that whatever was decided should come from senior management.  Alan Miller was willing to discuss the issues further at the HR Issues Group and the Principal Investigators update sessions.

13 Consideration of the name and membership of Forum in light of the forthcoming 

fixed term workers regulations

It was agreed that the Contract Research Staff Forum would now be known as the Research Staff Forum. 

14 AOCB

It had been discussed at the sub-group meeting that it was difficult for research staff to make a complaint for fear of victimisation and the concern that it may affect their careers as research staff are so reliant on a good reference and recommendation for future employment.  It was suggested that a pastoral care programme be put in place with high profile people from each school designated as an official point of contact to offer a support network at a comfortable lower level than bringing any issues to Human Resources.   The Forum considered that this was an idea worthy of further exploration.
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