
Welcome to the  fourth equality newsletter for the Northern Region of UCU.  

The purpose of this newsletter  is threefold: 

(a) To inform members about what is happening in the region’s further 

and higher education institutions in terms of equality issues. 

(b) To inform members about what is happening at the national level in 

terms of equality legislation, compliance, good practice, etc. 

(c) To provide members with the opportunity to network and to organise 

for equality within their workplaces and across the region as a whole. 

Although UCU had made good progress on equality issues since the merger 

of the AUT and NAFTHE three years ago, there is still a way to go. For ex-

ample, not all branches in the region have an equality officer. Nevertheless, 

the equality agenda is a winning issue for trade unions, alongside the more 

traditional concerns of wages and conditions. 

This newsletter provides a platform for those wishing to work with others 

within your institution to address equality issues. Support is available re-

gionally and nationally to help you do this. In the first instance contact the 

Regional Equality Officer (details below). Do you have an article you would 

like included in the next issue of the newsletter? If so, then please send it in 

(email details below). 
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The Regional Equality Officer for UCU in the Northern Region is Sue Abbott 

(sue.abbott@northumbria.ac.uk) who is also the UCU Equality Officer at Northumbria Univer-

sity. 

Regional Equality Officer 
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Northumbria Students’ Union (NSU) recently rented out space to the homophobic Newcastle Chris-
tian Life Centre (NCLC) and allowed its premises to be used for prayer sessions and other activities. 
The NCLC, which is part of the Hillsong Church (embroiled in many controversies since its for-
mation—see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hillsong_Church), believes not only that homosexuality is 
wrong, but that it can and should be ‘cured’ through its Mercy Ministries (see http://
www.smh.com.au/news/national/gods-cure-for-gays-lost-in-sin/2008/03/18/1205602385236.html). 
Indeed, the NCLC is led by an ‘ex-gay’ pastor called Sy Rogers. The NCLC also has ‘missions’ at Tees-
side University Students’ Union and in Tanzania. 

Two postgraduate students within the School of Arts and Social Sciences at Northumbria University 
notified UCU, lesbian and gay staff and other students about the NSU-NCLC contract and a campaign-
ing group was formed in September 2011 to raise awareness of the situation.  

The postgraduate students complained to the NSU Vice-President and Board of Trustees that the con-
tract with NCLC violated the University’s Equality and Diversity Policy and NSU’s No Platform and 
Safe Space policies. The basic argument against the presence of NCLC at Northumbria was two-fold. 
Firstly, while it is the right of Christians to adopt a literal interpretation of the Bible, to condemn ho-
mosexuality and to join with others in expressing and promoting such a view (i.e. the freedoms of 
thought, speech and association), NCLC goes much further by advocating the ‘curing’ of homosexuals. 
In other words, they do not accept the right of lesbian and gay people to be lesbian or gay. Secondly, 
and consequently, such Christians are impeding the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered 
(LGBT) staff and students at Northumbria University to feel safe and valued within the University; the 
NCLC thus infringed the aforementioned policies. The students provided concrete evidence of NCLC 
homophobia and NCLC breaches of the contract with NSU (such as canvassing on NSU premises) but 
this was rejected and the NSU Board of Trustees upheld its decision to honour the contract. As a pri-
vate organization, NSU is not obliged to disclose how much money it is making from this arrange-
ment, raising fears that equality has been trumped by mammon.  

In November, around 50 staff and students organized a demonstration outside NSU with the local me-
dia in attendance. Following this rally, NSU filed an official complaint against a gay member of staff in 
the School of Arts and Social Sciences who had informed students about the protest, on the grounds 
that the staff member was supposedly ‘abusing their position as a lecturer to encourage the students to 
protest’. In fact, the lecturer had merely forwarded an email from the postgraduate students contain-
ing details of the aforementioned event. What is concerning is that the University human resources 
department contacted the staff member and requested that they desist from communicating with stu-
dents about the NCLC. It was made plain that, while it was fine to discuss the matter with colleagues, 
students should not be contacted. The request was politely rejected and the lecturer in question con-
tinued to inform staff and students about the ongoing campaign. This is a clear case of freedom of 
speech and UCU raised this matter with management. 

In December, the campaign launched a petition to try and raise the necessary 550 signatures and thus 
compel NSU to hold a referendum amongst the student body about whether NCLC should be renting 
space at Northumbria. Meanwhile, several students filed official complaints against the NSU, on the 
grounds that  policy had been breached, and the University itself lodged an official complaint.  

As a result of this campaign, and the more general pressure brought to bear on NSU by the University, 
the contract was terminated on 20 February. The University has subsequently amended its Code of 
Practice on Freedom of Speech, which grants the University greater leverage over NSU regarding 
equality issues, and the management in the School of Arts and Social Science intend to issue a state-
ment defending the rights of academics to speak out, to foster critical thinking and to encourage stu-
dents to be politically aware and engaged as active citizens.   
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Equality and Diversity in Action 

 
Northumbria University has an Equality and Diversity Policy. I just want to spend a few 
minutes explaining what this means for you as new students. Here is what the policy says: 
 
“Northumbria University is committed to providing an environment in which diversity is val-
ued and encouraged, where there is equal access to opportunities and services and in which 
all prospective and existing staff and students are treated fairly, with equity, dignity and mu-
tual respect. We acknowledge the unique contribution that all individuals can make and it is 
the responsibility of the University to ensure that no one individual or group is treated less 
favourably in terms of age, disability, gender, race, religion or belief, sexual orientation, or 
any other inappropriate or irrelevant criteria or distinction.” 
 
What does diversity mean?  
 
Within the University – in terms of students, staff and visitors – there are: 

Men and women 
People of different races, nationality and colour 
Disabled people 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered people 
Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, Jews, Muslims, people of other faiths and people of no 

faith 
People of different ages 

 
Some of these differences – such as gender and race – may be obvious whereas others – like 
disability, religion and sexual orientation – may not always be obvious. Being disabled, for 
example, doesn’t necessarily mean using a wheelchair as there are many different types of 
disability. The important thing is that we need to be mindful of the differences that are 
around us all of the time. 
 
 

Equality and Diversity in Action 
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FE and HE institutions have equality and diversity policies as a statutory duty. While this is obvious-

ly a good thing, we should not blithely assume that all students understand what such a policy 

means in practice (i.e. behaviour and language etc. in the classroom and on campus generally). We 

should NOT fall into the trap of thinking that everyone is committed to the liberal values of equality, 

freedom, tolerance, etc. With that in mind, the Northumbria UCU equality sub-group developed this 

document, which has been adopted by the branch as a whole and by HR. It is intended that this will 

be communicated to new students so that equality IS worth more than the paper it’s written on. Per-

haps other branches could adopt a similar document... 



In terms of expressing yourself at University (in classes, in halls of residence, in corridors, 
in the library, in seminars, etc.), you have the right to your own opinion and to voice those 
opinions. Your right to free speech, however, is not absolute. Using language which causes 
distress or harm to others – such as derogatory terms, inflammatory statements and incite-
ment to hatred, for example – will not be tolerated. You will be challenged by staff and other 
students on your use of language and you may be the subject of a complaint which, if up-
held, will go on your student record.  
 
In terms of your behaviour towards others at University (in classes, in corridors, in the li-
brary, in seminars, etc.), you may not agree with particular groups of people, on political or 
religious grounds for example, but you need to be respectful in your behaviour towards 
them. The University does not tolerate bullying or harassment because people are Black, 
disabled, gay, Muslim, etc. The University does not tolerate other forms of discrimination 
(such as refusing to work with certain people or ignoring people because they are Black, dis-
abled, gay, Muslim, etc.). Again, you will be challenged by staff and other students on your 
behaviour and you may be the subject of a complaint which, if upheld, will go on your stu-
dent record. Ultimately, the University has the right and the power to expel those students 
who are not upholding the Equality and Diversity Policy. 
 
Here are some useful tips for your time at University: 
 

 Remember that not everyone is the same as you and diversity makes life more in-
teresting and positive for all of us. 

 Remember not to make assumptions about people. 
 Be careful of your language as words can be hurtful. 
 Be careful about your behaviour as sometimes we may not be aware that we are of-

fending someone. 
 If you don’t know what terms you should use then ask someone. 

 
If we all follow these simple principles then EVERYONE can have an enjoyable and reward-
ing time at Northumbria University.  
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Northumbria UCU recently organized a short lecture on the Black Panther Party to celebrate 

Black History Month. Dr Joe Street, from the History department, spoke about the history of 

the movement and reflected upon its relevance today. A useful dialogue and discussion fol-

lowed. The Well Read Bookshop (the campus book shop) brought a range of texts on the top-

ic. Our thanks to Dr Joe Street and the Well Read Bookshop for their participation in this 

event.  

The Well Read Bookshop and Northumbria University Library also set up some displays in 

their foyers, with posters and relevant books, to mark Black History Month. 

Northumbria will organize an event to mark 2012 Black History Month...  

 

B L A C K  H I S T O R Y  M O N T H  2 0 1 1  
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The Con-Dem Coalition Government is determined to turn the clock back for women. The 

Fawcett Society identified the ‘triple whammy’ women are facing today: 

 Women are hit the hardest by job cuts – particularly the public sector cuts. Unemploy-

ment levels are the highest for 23 years with over 1.07 million women out of work. 

 Women are and will continue to be hit the hardest as public sector services and welfare 

benefits are cut. 

 Women will be left ‘filling the gaps’ as state provision is withdrawn. 

The number of changes since May 2010 that affect women directly or indirectly is over-

whelming. From changes to family allowance, maternity grants, housing, welfare, pensions, 

the NHS, education, energy, transport ... the list goes on and on. We know that, despite gov-

ernment rhetoric, full impact assessments have not taken place. Instead, changes are rushed 

through without proper evidence or proper consultation. 

In addition, the drive to privatize education, limit access to learning and reduce the choices 

of courses available, plus the huge debts incurred, will reverse the gains that women have 

struggled for and will do nothing to close the gender pay gap. 

Today, women make up half of the total students in higher education. That level of success is 

die to years of struggle. Full integration for degree studies and awards only happened in the 

1930’s – less than 100 years ago. 

Misogynistic comments from the HE Minister, David Willets, that women who go to univer-

sity end up taking jobs away from working class men, only exacerbate inequalities and fuel 

stereotyping. Blaming middle class women and the feminist movement for the crisis in capi-

talism is just plain wrong. 

A study by the Institute of Fiscal Studies shows that public spending on education is falling 

at the fastest rate since the 1950s. The biggest challenges ahead are for early years education, 

youth services and 16-19 education— where spending is set to fall by around 20% in real 

terms. 

UCAS has announced a significant drop in the numbers of applications to universities— as 

predicted following the Browne Review in 2010.  The trebling of fees in England from Sep-

tember 2012 will make obtaining a degree more expensive than anywhere else in Europe. 

The expected decline in female applications is expected to be even greater than the overall 

figure. 

 

“ W O M E N  A N D  E D U C A T I O N ”  2 0 1 1  C O N F E R E N C E  
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The impact of some of the public sector cuts on female students is considerable: 

In terms of English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL), the government has pro-

posed that only settled people on Jobseekers or Employment Support Allowances will get 

free classes.  Those on ‘non active’ benefits, such as income support, including spouses, will 

not be eligible, nor will asylum seekers, migrant workers or refugees. Even when there is fi-

nancial support, individuals must pay at least half the full cost of the course under a system 

of co-funding to share the costs between governments, employers and individuals. Of the 

195,000 people on college and community group ESOL courses in England, an estimated 

100,000 will lose out. (Association of Colleges survey). The impact assessment which was 

carried out was inadequate and this has kept this proposal on the agenda. Most women on 

ESOL courses live in domestic isolation, are caring for children or are in low paid jobs. They 

are actively trying to improve their lives but this government is hindering them. The govern-

ment has backed off these changes for the next 12 months due to public pressure but the 

struggle is far from over. The abolition of the Learner Support Fund has exacerbated the 

ESOL situation. The £4.3 million given to colleges to help with fees has now ceased along 

with the anticipated 20% ‘uplift’ to ESOL courses.  

 

The Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) was abolished as part of the Compre-

hensive Spending Review in Oct 2010. The last applications closed in September 2011 and 

the replacement scheme is in complete disarray. A survey by the Association of Colleges re-

vealed that over half (52%) of colleges were topping up grants for students and 56% were 

spending more on subsidizing students' transport costs compared to last year. Furthermore, 

half of colleges surveyed reported a drop in enrolments of 16-19-year olds. It is unclear at 

present whether young women have been disproportionately impacted by the withdrawal of 

EMA.  

 

The government wants to change the Care To Learn Scheme, with a view to completely 

abolishing it. This scheme was set up in 2004 and provides financial support to teenage par-

ents who want to continue their education, or return to learning, and need help with the cost 

of childcare and any associated travel. It pays up to £160 a week (£175 in London boroughs) 

and is paid direct to the childcare provider. The scheme aims to improve opportunities for 

teenage parents, decreasing their risk of being a NEET (i.e. not in employment, education or 

training) and improving the life chances of their children. The consultation has just closed. 

This is another example of this government targeting the most vulnerable and condemning 

young mothers and their children to a cycle of poverty.  
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In terms of higher education, the Chancellor announced budgets cut of up to 80% in the 

teaching grants for arts and social science courses as part of the Comprehensive Spending 

Review. There will be some protection to the science, technology, engineering and maths 

(STEM) subjects which many women find difficult to access. The Browne Review recom-

mended lifting the cap on tuition fees to enable institutions to fill the funding gap left by 

withdrawal of state funds. In addition, the HE white paper aims to promote privatisation 

and competition throughout the HE sector. None of which is evidence based or has been im-

pact assessed. The extra places in HE announced will be taken up by colleges offering de-

grees at lower costs and students with high A-level grades will probably go to the oldest uni-

versities—thus exacerbating the class divide. There is a good documentary from the United 

States about the possible consequences of this strategy—see   

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/collegeinc/view/ 

 

In terms of further education, there is a particular concern that governance arrangements 

will be weakened further and that there will be little or no representation of students, staff or 

parents on the boards of governors. There is already evidence that colleges are transferring 

public money into non-profitable and private subsidiaries.  

 

In terms of  student debt, the government is trying to re-package such debt as a ‘graduate 

tax’ but it is not; debt is debt. Accruing interest on this debt will impact upon women more 

given that they generally earn less. Furthermore, the government could change the debt ar-

rangements at any time and a future government could sell off the student loan debt book.  

 

Many women in post-16 education are part-time students. They juggle work, family life and 

studies. Critically, many part-time students entering further or higher education are not yet 

sure of their ultimate goal in terms of either study or career and large loans may deter them 

from entering. This will make it even more difficult for universities and colleges to offer part

-time courses in a wide range of subjects for a diverse range of ‘adult’ students because the 

critical mass would be undermined. Such marginalization would be reinforced by the remov-

al of funding for arts, humanities and social science subjects. These factors, when combined, 

will mean fewer opportunities for women to explore issues of particular concern to them: 

social sciences, feminism, gender studies, etc. This, in turn, will shrink the space available 

for women to discuss, explore and develop feminist theory. As an consequence, women will 

probably end up taking more vocational type courses which usually lead to poorly paid jobs 

(or none at all). 
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In terms of the impact on staff in further and higher education, the cuts to the teaching 

budget will disproportionately affect social science courses—where more women than men 

teach. We will likely witness the growing casualization of staff, increased sexism on campus, 

fewer opportunities for female staff to undertake research, decreased promotion prospects, 

etc. 

 

In sum, the changes in post-16 education are about shifting the bulk of funding from the 

state to the individual, opening up education to competition (i.e. a proliferation of providers), 

privatization, increasing costs/levels of personal debt to the individual/families, the real dan-

ger of poor quality courses, lack of investment in research, condensed courses (i.e. two- year 

degrees), more distance learning, the student as ‘customer’ agenda, the ‘ranking’ of teachers, 

and a general ‘dumbing down’ for the majority while the better off enjoy a more rounded ed-

ucation. There are concerns that families may make decisions on which children to support 

through the education system... 

 

Have hope – society is what we make it. 

Together we can change society for the better. Take action and defend education. 

UCU stands firmly on the principle that education is a public good. 

There has been some limited success with the ESOL campaigns.  

Student protests and occupations have bolstered the resistance and there has been some lo-

cal successes – e.g. at the University of Glasgow. 

 

Support the UK Campaign for the Public University. It is a broad-based campaign with no 

party or other political affiliation. It has been initiated by a group of university teachers and 

graduate students seeking to defend and promote the idea of the university as a public good.  

 

In terms of education, UCU have campaigned to increase corporation tax,  as businesses en-

joy the fruits of their graduate labour force. Over the next four years, the largest businesses/

corporations will only contribute 17% of their income as tax. The rest of us are paying more 

on VAT. A modest ‘business education tax’ would more than pay for post-16 education but 

funding through general taxation (as opposed to hypothecated tax) would be the preferred 

option. Don’t forget that Cuba spends more on education as a proportion of GDP (18.7%) 

than any other country.  

 

Campaign and organize! 

 

 



How much do you know about what rights that you have if you are pregnant, on 
maternity leave, or returning to work following maternity leave?  Or adoption leave for that 
matter?  Often, members and UCU Reps are unsure about the rights of women whilst preg-
nant at work, whilst on maternity leave, and when they return to work. 

 

Did you know, for example, that if you are a breastfeeding mother you should write to your 
employer and let them know before you return to work?  Your employer should then carry out 
a risk assessment and it might be that you are unable to start work early in the morning and/
or finish work late into the evening.  The government website here http://tinyurl.com/
matleave1 gives details of what your rights are and what the responsibilities your employer 
has.  On breastfeeding, it states that: 

 

“You should let your employer know in writing if you are planning to breastfeed when you 
return to work. Ideally you should do this before you return so that your employer has time 
to plan.  Your employer must carry out a risk assessment to identify risks to you as a breast-
feeding mother or to your baby. If there are risks they must do all that is reasonable to re-
move the risks or make alternative arrangements for you.  Your employer must also provide 
suitable rest facilities.  Although there is no legal requirement, employers are encouraged to 
provide a private, healthy and safe environment for nursing mothers to express and store 
milk.” 

 

The Equality and Human Rights commission spells things out in a little more detail and con-
tains a link to a model breastfeeding policy.  This can be found here http://tinyurl.com/
bfeed1  It might be that this is already covered in your maternity policy but you may wish to 
check.   

 
The excellent website from the TUC (worksmart.org.uk) has further guidance for those moth-
ers who return to work and are breastfeeding and this can be found here http://tinyurl.com/
bfeed2. The union recognises that for those who are on maternity leave your pay will de-
crease, depending on what is spelt out in the maternity policy.  Members may be entitled to 
pay subscriptions at a reduced rate whilst on maternity leave.  Check on the UCU website for 
more details http://www.ucu.org.uk/maternitysubs 

 
UCU Reps are advised to make sure that they know what is in the maternity poli-
cy and if there are any queries about how one of our members is being treated, 
get in touch with the Regional Office for advice.  There are, for example, rights for 
women who are pregnant and/or on maternity leave which can give additional protection if 
you are faced with redundancy.  More on this can be found here http://tinyurl.com/
matleave2.  The union is sometimes able to postpone issues of funding and job losses where 
there are staff who are either on maternity leave or about to start it.  This is also the case with 
regard to adoption leave. 

 
The short message is – check your rights – and check with UCU if you think you are being de-
nied them. 

M A T E R N I T Y  R I G H T S  A T  W O R K  
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HSE’s guidance for employers "HSG122 New and Expectant Mothers at Work", has recently 
been withdrawn.  This was one of the HSG series that was posted on the HSE website, and 
available for free download.  Following the change of government in May 2010 a number of 
these publications have been removed.  Fortunately UCU downloaded the publications before 
they were removed. 

There is guidance on the HSE’s website http://www.hse.gov.uk/mothers/index.htm which 
they purport contains everything that was in the publication, but if any branches want a copy 
of the original publication please contact the regional office gateshead@ucu.org.uk  

 

 

G U I D A N C E  F O R  N E W  A N D  E X P E C T A N T  

M O T H E R S  A T  W O R K  
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The Regional Office has recently dealt with a number of maternity related casework issues 

where we have had some success. 

The first concerned a member at an FE college who was on maternity leave during a redun-

dancy exercise.  The law is clear that if someone is on maternity leave and her employer can-

not continue to employ her under her existing contract because of redundancy they must offer 

her any suitable alternative employment that is available, under the same terms and condi-

tions (The Maternity and Parental Leave etc. Regulations 1999 – Regulation 10).  THE Equal-

ity and Human Rights Commission explained that ‘This special protection is provided for a 

woman on maternity leave as she may be about to give birth, may have a small baby to look 

after or may have been absent from the workplace for some time.’  In this case the member 

was part of a pool of staff and selection for the new posts was done by interview.  The member 

was unsuccessful for the post.  In the appeal we successfully argued that the post was ‘suitable 

alternative employment’, that she hadn’t been afforded proper consultation, and that she was 

disadvantaged in the redundancy selection process by the very fact that she had been on ma-

ternity leave.  The appeal was upheld and she was offered an alternative post on the same 

terms and conditions. 

The second case concerns an hourly paid lecturer.  In her contract, holiday pay is ‘rolled-up’ 

into the hourly pay i.e. part of the hourly rate she receives includes pre-payment for holidays.  

This practice is fairly rare these days, but does still happen.  While she was on maternity leave 

she received occupational maternity pay in line with the College’s policies i.e. 90% pay for the 

first 6 weeks and then 50% for the next 12 weeks + SMP, then SMP only up to the end of the 

26th week.  When she returned to work after maternity leave she asked about her entitlement 

to holidays.  Women on maternity leave have the right to accrue holiday for the Ordinary Ma-

ternity Leave period (first 26 weeks), there then may be a contractual entitlement to continue 

to accrue holiday during the Additional Maternity Leave period, but if that is not the case 

women are entitled to accrue statutory holiday entitlement during AML.  However, she was 

told she had no entitlement as payment for her holiday was already included in her hourly 

rate.  But, in effect, her holiday pay had been drastically cut.  We successfully argued that dur-

ing all of her maternity leave the proportion of her hourly rate for holidays should have been 

paid in full otherwise she was suffering a detriment in comparison with full time and frac-

tional colleagues.  The College agreed with us and agreed to recalculate the holiday pay and 

pay her the difference. 
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