University of St Andrews

Research Staff Forum

Report on the meeting of the Research Staff Forum held on Tuesday 26 January 2010.

Attendance: Professor C Hawkesworth, Dr N Ridge, Ms L Milne, Dr U Schwarz-Linek, Dr R Aspden, Dr K Feeney, Professor P Kamer, Dr S Purdie, Dr L Jordan, Dr L Williamson, Dr J Clark, Dr G Greig, Dr L Burt, Dr G Smith, Dr S Lister, Dr A Pandey, Dr L Brown, Mr C Little

Apologies: Ms M Stewart, Ms C Wilson, Dr Y A Teh, Professor H Davies, Dr L Thomas, Dr P Hibbard
Agenda

1.
Ian Robertson, Deputy Director of Finance

Mr Robertson attended to give a short presentation on the state of the University’s Finances.  It was firstly observed that the financial year ran from 1 August to 31 July.  For the year 2008/2009 the University’s income was £148 million which was a 14% growth on the preceding year.  The University’s income compromises of money from; the Scottish Funding Council; Fees from overseas and post graduate students; Research Grants; Residential Income; Endowments and Interest received.  It was noted that there was a 14.7% increase on the amount of research grant funding the University had received since 2007/2008 and this represented a steady increase.

The greatest increase in funding derives from academic fees. 24% of the University’s income comes from Research Grants which is less that Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh and Glasgow; this is because the University does not have a large Engineering or Medicine research portfolio.

In year 2008/2009 the expenditure of the University was £143.2 million, an increase of 11.4%, the largest source of expenditure is salaries which accounts for £85 million, a rise of 7.9% due to pay awards, incremental drift and pension contributions.   The increase in expenditure is also caused by deprecation within the University Estates.

Expenditure has increased due to business growth but it is also linked to increase in salary levels, pension contributions and utility bills.  The University has higher percentage of turnover spent on salaries than Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh and Glasgow.

As a result of the recent residential moves and the new Medical building there as been an extra £30 – £40 million increase in the University’s operation capital expenditure and currently the University has 2.3% surplus (£4.0 million) in funds and the hope is to maintain this level or even increase this to 5%.

The University has not suffered huge loses similar to that of Aberdeen and Dundee which were caused by restructuring but have seen a steady sustained business growth. 

The forecast for 2009/2010 (the University is currently in month 6) is that the income will be £155.2 million; increased due to higher student fees and residential income raised during the Open Golf Championship; whereas the expenditure would be £151.1million; giving the University a surplus of 2.7% (£4.1 million).

It was observed that research overheads are recovered to account for money already spent by University to assist with the research, for example creation of office space and utilities cost.  Some money is recovered and given back directly to the Schools for individual distribution but the majority goes to central funds.

2.
Approval of Previous minutes

The minutes of the meeting held on Tuesday 6 October 2009 were approved. 

It was observed that in the previous minutes it was noted that Professor Alyson Tobin would be invited to the forum to discuss Outreach; it was confirmed that she would be invited to the forum in May.

3.
Matters Arising

An update on the revised Code of Practice for Research Staff

The code of practice had been sent to the Unions for comment, once these were incorporated into the code of practice it would be published on the website.

4.
An update of the use of open end contracts within the University

The current state of open ended contracts for researchers is;

72 researchers on open ended contracts

8 researchers with unknown reasons for not on open ended contracts

8 researchers that could be on open ended contract but the funding issues being examined

The forum appeared satisfied with the progress in moving researchers to standard contracts as previously in October 2009 only 56 researchers were on open ended contracts.

There was discussion as to the eligibility of open ended researchers with three or four years funding applying for individual ESPRC grants. It was confirmed that each grant body had different eligibility criteria and NERC used to accept grant proposals provided the researcher had a contract for longer than that the award.

It was again confirmed that a researcher who is given an extension that will take their service beyond the four year period is considered for a standard contract.

5.
Update from Staff Development

Staff Development ran a course on “Managing Teams in Academia” on 9 November 2009. However despite being advertised on the website, Friday memos and directly emailed to Heads of Schools, attendance at this workshop was disappointingly low with only 6 delegates.

The key areas that the course covered were managing motivation of staff; dealing with difficult situations; working with staff to actively manage the careers of the staff; engaging with the University processes for managing people and managing careers of staff.  These areas have been raised at the forum by RS reps as areas in which PIs often are not experienced in.

Those who did attend this course rated it highly in terms of presentation, interest and usefulness. The evaluation summary is attached to these minutes. 

Staff Development would like to offer this course in the programme next year, but due to the associated costs, a larger number of participants would be needed to justify re-running.  The forum commented that this event could be advertised the senior post-docs, new and potential principal investigators.

6.
Update from GRADskills

Professor Hawkesworth gave an update on GRADskills. As most of the forum knew Dr Ruth Neiland had left the University prior to Christmas 2009, as a result Kristy Cook at been appointed on a short term basis to assist with the administration of courses.   It was confirmed that there was likely to be a replacement for Dr Neiland to maintain the role of GRADskills.

Dr Smith commented that Dr Neiland had done a fantastic job at GRADskills and on the forum including running large events such as the KT conference and the Scottish Crucible.  However it was also observed that not all the GRADskills courses were relevant to post-docs but more aligned to the needs of post-graduates.

Professor Hawkesworth commented that there is Roberts money to be spent over the next 2-3 years to support the work of GRADskills and this would involve new courses (where any new suggestions should be sent to GRADskills), sustaining links with other Universities and also generic skills training for current researchers.

7.
Report from the Department for Business Innovation & Skills –‘UK National Action Plan - On Researcher Mobility and Careers within the European Research Area’ – What are the implications for St Andrews?  Report available at: http://www.bis.gov.uk/nap
A strategy group was set up to ensure that the Concordat was implemented correctly within HEIs.  The 7 Principles of the Concordat are – 

1. Recognition of the importance of recruiting, selecting and retaining researchers with the highest potential to achieve excellence in research.

2. Researchers are recognised and valued by their employing organisation as an essential part of their organisation's human resources and a key component of their overall strategy to develop and deliver world-class research.

3. Researchers are equipped and supported to be adaptable and flexible in an increasingly diverse, mobile, global research environment.

4. The importance of researchers' personal and career development, and lifelong learning, is clearly recognised and promoted at all stages of their career.

5. Individual researchers share the responsibility for and need to pro-actively engage in their own personal and career development, and lifelong learning.

6. Diversity and equality must be promoted in all aspects of the recruitment and career management of researchers

7. The sector and all stakeholders will undertake regular and collective review of their progress in strengthening the attractiveness and sustainability of research careers in the UK.

It was observed that there had been no strategy group set up to ensure the concordat was implemented correctly at St Andrews but that there is a mentoring scheme with the University organised by Staff Development and that the University operates the Q6 scheme for appraisal.  It was observed that some Schools did not operate the Q6 as effectively as other Schools.  Professor Hawkesworth indicated that Research Staff Reps should have discussions in their Schools to ensure that Q6 is operated effectively. 

In connection with the mentoring aspect, it was confirmed that mentoring plays a role in the probation scheme and there is also a cross border institutional mentoring scheme between Dundee and St Andrews which is currently under review by Staff Development.
8.
Paper on Research Staff Rep Fund – How do we go forward with this?

Dr Alix Cage produced a report on the £250 Research Staff rep fund and how it had been used in various Schools.   It was confirmed that there were no specific guidelines on the usage of the fund but the forum agreed that it should be used for any activities that promoted social interaction amongst the researchers and teaching fellow communities within the School.

There was again comment that larger Academic Schools with more research staff should be given a greater budget of more than £250 and also that some Schools were unaware of the fund or how to annually renew the fund.

9.
Code of Practice – Promoting Good Practice & Preventing Misconduct – Should we be sending this out to new starts?

Human Resources had been made aware of this Code of Practice, published in September 2009 by the UK Research Integrity Office.  The code is a reference tool that complements guidance on research conduct issued such as that provided by Research Councils UK, the Wellcome Trust and the Council for Science and Technology, and does not seek to replace them.

HR sought views from the forum on the document and whether it should be distributed to new researchers.  It was observed that while the document contained a lot useful information, most of it was irrelevant or contained in the University’s own code of practice and therefore would not add much value.  There was a consensus that while the document may have some benefits it should be put on the University website for researchers to view if they wish.

The document is available at the following website and will be on the University’s own website in due course.

http://www.ukrio.org/sites/ukrio2/the_programme_of_work/code_of_practice_for_research.cfm
10.
General Update from Deputy Principal and Vice-Principal (Research)
TRAC survey
Filling in the Web Based Diary to inform the Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC) survey would begin in February; to get reliable data there needs to be a 75% response rates for each week, if this target is reached then the intention is that the survey will not take place for another two years.

The survey is the standard method used by Higher Education Institutions in the UK for costing their main activities, i.e. Research and Teaching; the results produced will ensure that the figures and associated costings for grant applications are improved.

All Staff except Technicians and Support Staff within Academic Schools would participate in the survey.  The survey would consider the hours spent researching either funded by central or external money, and teaching with the proportions spent on teaching students from different funding streams being based on student module registration.

Principal’s Open Forum

The Principal, Louise Richardson, would host two open forums on Tuesday 2nd February 2010; where there would be discussion of the University’s current situation and an opportunity for questions from staff.

REF - Research Excellence Framework

The Research Excellence Framework (REF) will replace the previous RAE for assessing the quality of research in UK higher education institutions.   It was confirmed that there is a pilot assessment being undertaken English and Physics with feedback after Easter.  Nationally, The Conservative Party is considering postponing the REF by a couple of years.

One of the main issues of the REF is how the impact of research is measured and there would be discussions between the Office of the Principal and the Directors of Research regarding specific strategies for the REF assessment.

New Medical Building
There was comment on the progression of the medical building; Professor Hawkesworth stated that from the best of his knowledge the move was on track for the beginning of June.
11.
AOCB

The dates of the forum for the remainder of session 2009/2010 are;
Sub-forum -Friday 7 May, 10am until 11.30am in the Hebdomador's Room 

Forum - Tuesday 18 May 2010, 2pm until 5 pm in Seminar Room 4/5 in the Gateway Building

Professor C Hawkesworth

Convenor

2 February 2010

