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There was an extraordinary meeting of the Joint Staff Committee in Week 0 (January 24th), to conclude unfinished business from the previous JSC which required the presence of Brendan Casey the Registrar who was unable to attend the earlier meeting. Present from UCU were Alan Reeve, Bob Langridge and Andy Kilmister.
Only one item was discussed – the operation of the JSC and concerns raised about it by the staff side, summarised in the note below which was discussed in some detail by the committee.
The key concerns we raised were to do with a perceived lack of respect from the management of the union reps collectively, and a desire for an acknowledgement from the management that the staff side – represented by the two unions – that the unions do indeed represent, officially, all staff below management at Brookes.
In brief, Brendan Casey said that the management at Brookes value the work of the unions, and the contribution we make to the institution and that in future would endeavour to show greater respect for this position, and that we do indeed represent academic and support staff. In return they asked that discussion in the JSC be carried on in a way that avoids abuse and bad language. We agreed this would be appropriate, but indicated that this should not mean that discussions could not be ‘full and frank’. This was accepted.
As an aside, the Director of HR, , said that some staff who are not members of the unions  feel that their views are not represented by either UNISON or UCU.
The note prepared by the staff side (principal author Alan Reeve as UCU Chair) is set out below:

Note on concerns regarding the Joint Staff Committee at Oxford Brookes University, from the unions’ side
Agreed
5th December 2017

This note arises from a discussion between the two unions – UCU and UNISON – at the pre JSC meeting held on the 19th of October 2017 regarding the current organisation and operation of the JSC. It has been jointly prepared by Branch Officials from both recognised campus unions. It is intended to be the basis for discussion.

Preamble:
The JSC is, as the management will know, the main negotiating body between the University as an employer and the staff employed – including staff who are not members of either of the recognised unions. It therefore has enormous responsibility to properly discuss, and negotiate matters of often very great significance to the staff in the institution, and should be allowed to function in a way that does justice to that responsibility. Currently our strong feeling is that it is not doing this – and the concomitant feeling from this is that the management side is demonstrating a lack of due respect  for the staff in the institution as a whole. The Union side wishes to work constructively with the management and  believes that having an agreed understanding of how the JSC should operate is vital in terms of ensuring continued positive employment relations at Oxford Brookes.
Our concerns have developed over the last eighteen months, or so, and focus on some specific issues of organisation, agenda setting and the process of dealing with specific items that seem to have changed over this period from historical practice. We fully acknowledge that new management, and a new chair of this group may involve accepting a change in style, but we feel it would have been constructive to have had a proper discussion of any such changes before they were made .
This note is not intended to be critical of the relatively new Chair, and his style, not least because the changes we perceive appear to go far wider than just the operation of the JSC; but is intended to make clear the strong feelings on the union side of the consequences of this change in terms of ongoing dialogue and future negotiations.
In essence, the new approach to running the JSC has caused members on the union side to feel increasingly that their views are less respected, and taken less seriously than hitherto.  In particular, this arises out of several specific changes in the operation and management of the committee:  the increasing number of oral reports from management where the union side has no opportunity to provide a considered response to certain issues; the repeated failure to provide any written documentation, even when it has been agreed that it will be provided; the more limited time now allowed for the meeting; and the use of other meetings (usually consisting of a substantial number of management appointees plus a token union presence) to discuss key items as an alternative to bringing them to the JSC.

Specific issues, concerns and  suggestions:
Set out below are a number of specific concerns that we would ask the management to respond to so that the committee can deliver its responsibilities effectively, and in the spirit of mutual co-operation.
	Terms of Reference

The JSC Terms of Reference have been discussed between the principal union officers and the Director of HR and we wish to proceed to a point where these can be signed off by both sides. However, without changing the operational intent of these terms, we feel it would be helpful for a form of words to be included as a preamble that states unambiguously that the parties to the JSC have equal say in negotiations, and equal rights in terms of determining how the meetings should be conducted. This would include the right to place on the agenda items regarded as relevant by either side; and the right to determine the timing of the meetings (see below).

Timing of meetings
There are two issues: first we feel that the restricted time set for these important meetings is inappropriate – in the sense of often being inadequate for a full discussion, and so  artificially constraining negotiations and discussions. We would not be arguing for unlimited time to be set aside, but for some degree of flexibility, and the prioritising of the JSC over other meetings and commitments so that discussions can be meaningful.  Second, it is important that all members of the JSC are enabled to attend.  The current process whereby management offer two options for each meeting, both of management’s choice, does not necessarily achieve this or demonstrate a commitment to equality of the committee members.

Documentation rather than oral reports
Our experience over the last eighteen months or more, is of a tendency for items to be reported from the management side orally, with little provision of written reports beforehand which can be digested and properly considered, or even subsequently to confirm what the management said.  It would be helpful if, particularly with standing items, and significant policy matters, a written statement, and its supporting information or evidence could be provided to the union side in sufficient time prior to the meeting for these to be discussed. The union side would undertake to do the same thing – although generally items placed on the agenda by the unions are questions rather than items requiring documentary explanation or evidence.
Again, this is a matter that concerns both efficiency and courtesy.

The role of meetings involving JSC members  outside of the main JSC
We acknowledge that meetings to discuss issues such as the Terms of Reference for the JSC, and other matters, are often very helpful: but we are concerned that the management might assume that such prior discussions can conclude with an agreement. It is the purpose of the JSC to agree changes in policy etc. The role of the ‘pre meetings’ should be confined to communicating management’s intentions and sounding out the union side on changes they might regard as helpful.  Again, providing full documentation to the JSC committee beforehand, particularly on key policy matters that may have an impact on terms and conditions, would be helpful to avoid the impression of rubber stamping decisions already taken.

The role of other groups of staff within the University
We also acknowledge the management’s desire to involve wider groups of staff in consideration of certain issues.  However, it currently appears that many of these groups consist primarily of management nominees and, if there are divergences of opinion between these groups and those of the recognised unions, the views of these groups are often preferred to those of the recognised unions even on matters that clearly relate to Terms and Conditions of Service.  Agreeing a list of such bodies, ensuring that their agendas, papers and minutes are circulated in a timely fashion to all members of the JSC and enabling the unions to raise issues relating to the discussions on these bodies would help ensure that the JSC remains the primary body for discussing matters relating to Terms and Conditions of Service and is seen as such.

Management changing Terms and Conditions of Service of staff without discussion with the relevant union(s).
There have been a number of examples where management have either “interpreted” existing Terms and Conditions of Service (eg payment of increments) or changed Terms and Conditions of Service (eg new JDs in EFM) without any discussion with the recognised union(s), often without even informing them and sometimes denying the existence of such changes and/or delaying the provision of information about them.  This seriously undermines the stated purpose of the JSC and reinforces the perception that the management have no interest in, and even less respect for, either the views of the recognised trade unions or, in some cases, published policies agreed with the unions.  A clear written statement from senior management that this is simply unacceptable would go a long way towards clarifying that there have been a number of unfortunate aberrations rather than there having been a deliberate policy.

Limited Management commitment to agreements made at the JSC
There is a widespread perception that many of Brookes’ policies are only implemented where the local management decide to implement and that, if a department or other group decide they would rather take a different approach, little is done to ensure that  local management implement the corporate policy.  This clearly undermines the purpose of having a central policy to ensure equal treatment of all staff and of the JSC. A clearer commitment from the senior management to ensuring agreed policies are implemented in a consistent way across the University would significantly increase the perceived credibility of the JSC and the equitable treatment of staff .

Finally, we would welcome a clear statement from the management of the value that they believe the JSC has – as a committee providing the opportunity for the staff trade unions to represent the views and interests of all staff in the institution – at Brookes, particularly in ensuring continued positive employment relations; and that the union side has equal weight on the committee in terms of setting the agenda and in determining its operational parameters.
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