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 Research Staff Forum Minutes

Report of the meeting of the Contract Research Forum held on Wednesday 20 September 2006.

1 Minutes of Previous Meeting

The minutes were approved.

2 Matters Arising

Two Academic Fellowships have already been offered.

The RAE 2008 is still on track.  To be eligible to be entered for the RAE, you have to be an independent researcher.

The questionnaire on the physical working conditions for CRS will be issued in the near future.

3 Update on the Mentoring Scheme 

The Forum heard that the CRS mentoring scheme was considered in St Andrews and Dundee Universities and both Universities have confirmed that funding would be available to run the scheme.

There will be a meeting in mid October where Catriona Wilson and Ruth Neiland will meet with  their counterparts in Dundee and decide how the scheme is going to work in practice.

The mentoring scheme for female academics which ran in 2005/6 between the two universities has been suspended and will be incorporated into the new scheme.  The networking component for female academics will continue and will run in parallel with the CRS scheme.

The first communication about the CRS scheme is expected to be sent to all St Andrews CRS and lecturing staff in November 2006.  Collating replies and organising matches should take place at the end of November 2006 with the training and launch to take place at the start of 2007.

The Forum members were asked for their support of the scheme and willingness to promote it in their constituencies.

4 Update on Standard Contracts

The Forum heard that approximately 60 fixed term staff had been given standard contracts and approximately 10 who were eligible to be considered for a standard contract were not.  The reasons for not giving the 10 individuals standard contracts included the knowledge that the contract was definitely coming to an end in the next few months, the uncertainty of grant success and specific project work.  It is still possible that some of these individuals will be given standard contracts.

Bridging funds were discussed and whether there should be a central fund to ensure that CRS could be kept on, pending the outcome of grant proposals.  Bridging funds are currently provided by the PI/School.  It was agreed that this should be reviewed.

The benefit to individuals of getting a standard contract was discussed.  In reality, it was thought that there was very little material difference for research staff placed on a standard contract.  Bristol University has placed a great number of their research staff on standard contracts and this move had caused little impact.

It was suggested that open ended contract was a better term than standard contract.  The University of St Andrews does not use the term permanent contract.

The question was asked why the University uses fixed term contracts at all if there is very little difference between the two contract types.  The Vice Principal (Research) explained that fixed term research contracts were seen as transitional.  There is a larger element of training built in to the fixed term contracts i.e. 10 days of generic training per year.

The training is geared towards increasing employability and Roberts funding covers PhD students and Post Doctoral employees.  Most researchers employed on fixed term contracts will leave academia.
5a
Update on the GRADskills Programme

The GRADskills programme is now in its second year and about to launch the Post Doctoral programme.  It is available to view and to book courses on the GRADskills website.

The uptake by post doctoral staff last year was about 20 to 25% of the total post doctoral community across the University and it is hoped that this will increase this year (This compares to about 50% of the PhD students).

The two Supervisor Update Sessions organised by GRADskills per year aim to inform Supervisors and PIs about generic skills developments and other issues pertinent to the management of early-stage researchers.  It is hoped these will also encourage staff to promote GRADskills attendance to their postdocs.

Another Postdoc Symposium is planned for 20 October 2006, on the topic of research funding.  The programme for the Symposium will be discussed at the next RS-TF Skills Working Group meeting.

A query was raised as to whether GRADskills courses are accredited.  RN explained that they are not at present although individuals attending GRADskills can obtain an automatic transcript of the courses they have attended via the GRADskills website (“My Courses” section). RN and AM did not consider that accreditation was necessary or desirable at present.

It was felt that engaging PIs in the GRADskills agenda is very important.  Although supporting the generic skills and career development of Postdocs through GRADskills is discussed at the Supervisor Updates, any other suggestions  regarding engagement opportunities from members of the Forum would be welcomed.

5b
Feedback from the Gradskills “RESEARCH FUTURES” Conference , 9 June 2006

Ruth Neiland updated the group on the first GRADskills Research Futures Conference which took place on 9th June 2006 . It was a one-day event with 30 different speakers and information stands giving presentations on topics related to researchers career development.  These included presenters from RCUK, UKRO and EC DG Research (Brussels), Scottish Enterprise, UKGRAD, ScienceCareers.org, SFC Knowledge Transfer & Innovation Group, SASOL Technology UK Ltd, the British Council and Cambridge University Press. The plenary speakers were Dr Iain Cameron Head of RCUK’s Research Careers and Diversity Unit, Prof Wilson Sibbett, Chair of the Scottish Science Advisory Group, and Mr Ian Ritchie, Chair of Connect Scotland and leading Scottish entrepreneur. Nearly 300 PhD students and staff attended the conference, including about one-third of all Postdocs at St Andrews, and some visitors from Dundee, Edinburgh and Heriot Watt Universities.  It was generally considered a successful and inspiring meeting.  82% of delegates indicated that they would attend another Research Futures conference if organised by GRADskills the following year, and suggested topics including arts funding, working in policy, social science careers and funding to work in the States.  The 2nd GRADskills conference has therefore been scheduled for Friday 11 May 2007.  

6a
Length of Contracts v Length of Grant Awards

Although concern has been expressed regarding the awarding of fixed term contracts which are shorter than the length of the grant award, Human Resources and the Vice Principal (Research) did not see it as an issue as long as CRS were not being given a series of very short term contracts.  There may be a planned change of emphasis during the grant and the PI may need to employ a different researcher with different skills.

It was pointed out that the Code of Practice for employing CRS did say that it would be normal practice to appoint a researcher for the length of the grant.

6b
Use of Continuous Short Term Contracts

Concern was raised that some PIs may be giving their CRS a series of very short term contracts e.g. 6 months at a time even when the length of the grant was much longer.  This problem seemed to be focused in the BMS.  It was accepted that this should not be happening without good reason.

Human Resources asked that individuals in this situation come forward confidentially so that they could be identified and the problems addressed, however  individuals have concerns that the University will not support them in this situation.
Human Resources assured that any matters discussed would be confidential but it was felt that it should be dealt with in some other way.

It was suggested that if a report could be generated from the HR system, it may identify the problem areas.  It was agreed that this suggestion should be explored further.

5 Clarification of whether Post docs on Standard Contracts can apply for grants

The Vice Principal (Research) confirmed that getting a standard/open-ended contract did not mean that postdocs could start applying for their own grants.

The Chief Executive of BBSRC has said that they will not be allowing postdocs on open-ended contracts to apply for grants as the system is already overloaded with grant applications and it would only add to the problem.

This should not, however, discourage postdocs from generating ideas and they could still apply for Fellowships.

After some discussion, it was agreed that the rules of ESRC and NERC should be checked.

6 Pastoral Care for Research Staff

The issue of pastoral care for research staff was discussed and it was agreed that this should be included in the revised Dignity at Work policy and that there be specific Dignity Advisors for research staff.

7 Frequency of Research Staff Forums

Discussion took place around having more Forum meetings as it was felt that it took a long time for some things to get done.  However, opinion was divided about whether this was the right way to go.

It was agreed that a separate meeting would take place with the representative and Human Resources to agree how to move forward with this.

The Forum also wanted it noted that, in future, the September Forum should not be held in Freshers’ week.

8 Selection Process for Research Staff Representatives

It was agreed that there should be an annual election within the Schools to elect a research staff representative.  This will be communicated to the Heads of School by the Vice Principal (Research).

9 Draft Paper from Vice Principal (Research) (Final version attached)

The Vice Principal (Research) has drafted a paper which is designed to answer the most commonly asked questions regarding contract research staff, particularly in light of, the advent of standard open-ended contracts for research staff.  It is designed to be read by CRS and academics.

The paper talks about, amongst other things, fixed term posts being viewed by the Research Councils as transitional with a big emphasis on training; the fact that being placed on an open-ended contract will not lead to a lectureship; those on personal fellowships will not be eligible for a standard contract; implications of the new grading and pay framework; supervising PhD students; mentoring; and the Q6 review and development scheme.

It was agreed that the paper’s name should be changed to something like “Comments on Employment Issues for Research Staff”.

12
Miscellaneous Issues

A
Timing of Meetings/Seminars in Schools


It was brought to the Forum’s attention that several School seminars/meetings are happening after 5 pm which makes it difficult for individuals with other commitments to attend.  Some seminars are compulsory and, therefore, individuals with e.g. family commitments may be disadvantaged.


The Forum understood that the Master had sent out an email addressing this issue some time ago but no one could remember exactly what it said.  The Vice Principal (Research) agreed to look into this matter.

B
Annual Leave


Issues regarding CRS taking annual leave were raised at the Forum.  It is understood that CRS have a contractual obligation to take all of their annual leave during their contractual period.   However, the Forum was advised that some CRS still have difficulty taking their annual leave as some PIs frown upon CRS taking too much holidays and put conditions on it.


If CRS have accrued holiday entitlement left at the end of their contract, they are legally entitled to be paid for it and if no money exists in the grant to pay for it, it would have to come from the School budget.  The University has taken the stance that all CRS should be able to take their annual leave so that this payment is not incurred.  Unfortunately, there seems to be some conflict between this stance and the granting of annual leave.  This is not helped by a lack of administrative systems within the School to record the annual leave of CRS.


It was agreed that this should be explored further to ascertain what could be done to clarify this issue.

C
Renewal of Contracts and PI Responsibility


It was brought to the Forum’s attention that PIs are not fulfilling their obligations when it comes to the renewal or not of a researcher’s fixed term appointment.


There is a comprehensive system in place for doing this but it is not being followed correctly by many PIs.


Discussion ensued as to how to improve this situation as some CRS have to wait until the last minute before finding out if they are being extended.


It was thought that this issue could be raised at the School Council to remind PIs of their responsibilities and also Human Resources would aim to reinforce the issue with Heads of School.

10 Other Business

It was agreed that minutes should be made available quite quickly after the Forum in future.  Louise Milne agreed that she would get an assistant to come to the Forum to take minutes.  This will come into effect from the January Forum.
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