University of St Andrews

Research Staff Forum

Report on the meeting of the Research Staff Forum held on Tuesday 6 October 2009.

Attendance: Professor N Richardson (Convenor), Professor C Hawkesworth, Dr R Neiland, Dr N Ridge, Dr A Gibson, Ms L Milne, Dr R Aspden, Dr K Feeney,  Dr Y A Teh, Dr L Jordan, Dr L Burt, Dr G Smith, Dr S Lister, Dr L Thomas, Dr P Hibbard, Dr M Koschate, Professor P Kamer,  Mr C Little

Apologies: Ms M Stewart, Dr U Schwarz-Linek, Professor A Sutherland, Ms C Wilson, Dr A Pandey, Mr P Brown
Agenda

1.
Approval of Previous minutes

The minutes of the meeting held on Tuesday 12 May 2009 were approved.  

2.
Matters Arising

An update of the use of open end contracts within the University.
The previous statistics given to the forum in May highlighted that there were 26 researchers on fixed term contracts that have over four years service; Louise Mine had undertaken a review of open ended contracts with Heads of School covering all researchers with four years service except those at risk of redundancy or those that had their own personal fellowship.  It was noted that there were currently 8 researchers at risk of redundancy.
Louise Milne confirmed to the forum that there were currently 100 researchers on fixed term contracts with less than 1 years continuous service; 73 with more than 1 years continuous service; 53 with more than 2 years continuous service; 24 with more than 3 years service and 56 on open ended contracts.

It was noted that the offer of a standard contract is considered at every contract renewal and there was comment that a permanent contract looks a lot better for an early career researcher than various fixed term contracts.  It was observed that if the School wanted to keep a researcher on a long term basis then that researcher should be taken off research funding and be funded by School money on an open ended contract.

Dr Smith observed that researchers should be placed on open ended contracts from the beginning of the employment at the University; Louise Milne commented that there is a culture within the University not to employ researcher indefinitely or place them on open ended contracts as it is presumed by some PIs that it may have a negative affect on the research.
It was confirmed that there is no difference between open ended and fixed term contracts in regards to terms and conditions as when at risk of redundancy suitable alternative employment is examined for all researchers.  There was comment that the procedure adopted by the University was to ensure that the issue of the use of fixed term contracts did not end up in an employment tribunal; but it was confirmed that there had been “no test cases”.
Professor Hawkesworth observed that to appoint a new researcher to a new grant as opposed to allowing a current researcher to change their research area, did not ensure that world class research within the institution.  Professor Richardson commented that if new research positions were not advertised then the system would be blocked and new researchers could not be recruited to develop high quality research.
The issue of casual tutors are considered at by HR and the Unions following the Framework Agreement implementation.  It was observed that people employed on a number of casual contracts on an annual basis should possibly be placed on an open ended contract.  Historically Schools have employed casual tutors so that the FTE does not increase.
3.
Revised Code of Practice for the Employment and Management of Research Staff
The first draft of the code had been distributed at the forum in May and also sent to all Heads of Schools for consultation, the code had been redrafted following comments and distributed to all forum members.  Professor Richardson confirmed that any comments should be sent to Cameron Little (cl81) or Louise Milne (lm80) by Monday 16 November 2009 which would also act as the forums approval of the code.
The redrafted code was much shorter and the comments showed that some aspects did not add value.  There was discussion over the wording of a section relating to written permission for research staff to use research ideas; this would be changed in the final draft of the code which would have to be agreed by the Trade Unions.
4.
Update from Staff Development
Research staff drop in sessions
Recently appointed Research Staff with 3-9 months service were invited to attend 1 of 2 drop in sessions at the Gateway, held on 24th and 25th September for a one-to-one meeting with an HR Officer. Information was sought about how they had found their induction into the University, and provided on the support and resources at their disposal (HR, Occupational Health, GradSkills, RS mentoring scheme, RS Reps).  They were also asked a series of questions about their work life balance. 

Only 6 people from the invited 60 researchers attended over the two sessions.  Staff Development plan to hold the sessions but within Schools.  The forum thought the drop in sessions were a good idea but some people were reluctant to attend within Schools due to the potential stigma of being seen to attend; it was observed that they could be held once a semester in different locations to eradicate potential fears of attending and all researchers regardless of length of service should be invited.
PI Events

A learning lunch on Tendering Procedures for grant holders will take place on 27 October 2009 from 12pm – 2pm

On 9 November 2009 there is a Managing Teams in Academia event from 9.30am - 4.30pm.  Forum members are encouraged to spread word about this event to PIs. This event has been specifically developed for PIs and will be run by Dr Robin Henderson who has a wealth of experience in working with PIs in a number of different UK Institutions. The course will focus on managing staff; motivation of staff; dealing with difficult situations; working with staff to actively manage their careers and engaging with the University processes for managing people.
The next Research Staff induction is taking place on Wednesday 21st October 12-2pm.  All new research staff and teaching fellows will be invited, and there will be brief presentations from representatives of HR, Library, GradSkills, Saltire and Careers.
5.
Staff Survey Results for Research Staff
The fourth staff survey was recently conducted by Staff Development.  Louise Milne provided information on the staff survey from Staff Development, there appeared to be an error with the statistics provided and it was agreed that the correct results and information would be provided to all forum members.
Note – the correct statistics for research staff participating in the staff survey and further information from Staff Development is distributed as additional documents to all forum members along with these minutes.
It was confirmed that 154 research staff participated in the survey and the overall response rate, University wide was 51%.
Professor Richardson commented that each Head of School had received a breakdown of the survey results for their School and it was also felt by some forum members that were a significant lack of development opportunities within the University and it was confirmed by Dr Neiland that Gradskills were working with other training units to provide a comprehensive training programme for research staff. 
6.
Update from Gradskills

The 2009/2010 course programme had been published on the website and covered a wide range of topics including those highlighted by the Research Councils and the Roberts Report.
The Post-doc Symposium is to be held on 21 October 2009 at 2 pm to 5 pm, the theme of the meeting will be "Research Impact" and guest speakers will include Dr Liz Allen, The Wellcome Trust; Mrs Anne Fraser, The Royal Society of Edinburgh; and Ms Hannah Crooks, Dundee Science Centre.  The event will follow on form the post-doc induction which takes place on the same day and there will be attendees from Edinburgh, Glasgow, Dundee and Aberdeen Universities.
The Scottish Crucible had received further funding from NESTA, the Scottish government and the Scottish Funding Council for the next three years and it was confirmed that the next recruitment of participants would occur in March 2010.  It was confirmed that the practicalities of a similar scheme on an internal basis would be examined to encourage inter-discipline collaboration.
Following the success of the Knowledge Transfer Conference in 2009, it was confirmed that the 2010 event would be taking place at Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh on 23 April 2010.

Dr Neiland enquired about the £250 post-doc rep fund and if the arrangement was worth continuing; Dr Jordan, Geography and Geosciences informed the forum that the School researcher staff had a social outing, where as Dr Aspden confirmed that Biology held a buffet lunch with a representative from HR attending to answer questions.  However Dr Koschate from Psychology was unsure how money was left in the Schools fund after her predecessor had left the University.
It was confirmed that the post-doc representatives could do anything they wished with the money provided it benefited the research staff within the School.  Professor Richardson requested the research staff representatives write short report on what the money had been used for and this should be sent to Dr Neiland in Gradskills or Professor Richardson.
Professor Richardson also announced that Dr Neiland would be leaving the University to join Heriot-Watt University on 1 December 2009 and thanked her on behalf of the forum for a superb job in developing the profile of Gradskills.
7.
Brief overview of the 2009 CROS survey results

The 2009 CROS survey results had recently been published.  St Andrews had not participated in the survey after the Research Staff forum agreed not to participate at short notice but would recommend participating in the next survey.

An overview of the survey results were given by Louise Milne and the key finding and recommendation are distributed to the forum members along with theses minutes.

8.
New Hourly pay rates and guidance

The new hourly pay rates and guidance had been recently published by the HERA team and there was comment that these were clearer than previously pay rates.  However there was a thought that it was merely rearranging duties for the same amount of money.  There was discussion regarding the preparation time required for teaching as it varies depending on the quality and subject and it was agreed that causal contracts for teaching were part of a Schools operational requirements. 
The forum was also happy that there was clear guidance for researchers undertaking any teaching.

9.
General Update from Vice Principal (Research)
There was currently consultation by the Higher Education Funding Council on a new framework for the next Research Assessment Exercise.  The consultation proposed to reduce the number of assessment panels to 30 comprising of academics and users of research, and the quality of research would be assessed on peer review and biometrics.  The research would be graded in three distinct areas – Output (60%), Environment (15%) and Impact of Research (25%).  It was confirmed after brief discussion that environment would consider the facilities for research, the support given to researchers and the amount of research income; whereas impact would assess the social, industrial and economic impact of research output.
The consultation will finish in early 2010 and the new framework will cover the period January 2008 until December 2012 with the results published in late 2013 to determine the funding for the academic year 2014/2015.
A pilot study undertaking by Higher Education Funding Council for England would also be carried out within the Schools of Physics and English to asses the impact of the Schools research.

The RCUK had announced that there would be a reduction of 1.2% in all grants currently  awarded from April 2010. 
Professor Richardson commented briefly commented on the finances of the University by indicating that the overall salary bill accounted for 58% of the University’s turnover and there had been no freeze on recruitment however there had been no indication of future funding granted to the University.  Professor Richardson observed that the financial position of the University was “not yet as dire” as first predicted following the economic crisis.  It was agreed that a representative from the finance office would attend the next forum to discuss the financial aspects of the University. 
10.
AOCB

Harassment and Bullying Contact Network
It was noted that there were only two academic representatives on the Harassment and Bullying Contact Network; Louise Milne requested that if Research or Academic staff member was interested in joining the network they should contact her in Human Resources.
Outreach

Dr Aspden enquired as to the expectations of outreach programmes; Professor Richardson observed that Professor Alyson Tobin was an advocate of outreach and willing to help outreach programmes across the University.   Dr Smith explained that there was a vast amount of organisation in outreach events but if done correctly can be a huge success to the School.  It was agreed that Professor Alyson Tobin would be invited to the next forum to discuss outreach activities within the University.
Professor N Richardson

Convenor
9 October 2009
