Minutes of a meeting of a Union Council Meeting

Held on Tuesday 17th February in the Senate Room (4.722)
1 Attendance

a) Present

Tommy Wong (Chair), Dominic Kavakeb, Yousuf Joondan, Chris Saul, Abu Sayeed, Arnold Ma, Zak Suffee, Ibby Mehmet, Sam Birman, Richard Moger, Matt Murray, Daisy Blench, Mark Bergfeld, Margarida Silva Santos, Lisa Hiscock, Robert Wayman, Sophie Parr, Jun Plas, Sophie Lau, Sachit Nandwani, Reem Al Mealla, Dominique Azid, Lawrence Hall, Liam McGrath, Ashley Rudge, Kelly Spencer, Adam Wright, John Antypas, Ellie Bland, Sarah Day, Ruth Comer, Karla Sada, Stephen Hussey, Lewis Illman

b) Apologies

Terry O’Sullivan, Louise Cherrill, 

c) Absent without apologies

2. Announcements

Arnold announced that Essex Live will be Saturday February 28th in Sub Zero and will include Angry vs the Bear and Florence and the Machine
Mark Bergfeld said a coach has been arranged for the demo taking place in London on Wednesday 25th February

Emma mentioned that the Vagina Monologs will be Sunday 8th March and encourage all Councillors to attend

3. Minutes of previous meeting

Incomplete sentence on page 2 regarding Sophie Parr comment
4. Matters arising

Chris stated how many meetings he held since being in post and asked if the rest of the Exec would do the same, which they did
Maggie commented on the detail in minutes and was very happy

5. VC question time 
Matt Bennett asked the VC “what is your proudest achievement since becoming the Vice-Chancellor?”

The VC replied that he got the governing body to invest more into the university and get funds to do so. 

Richard Moger asked; “after the significant increase in admissions this year where does the tuition fee money go, i.e. what proportion goes to lecturers, what goes to building maintenance, what goes to new buildings, what goes to projects in the area?”
The VC replied that he could get analysis done on how tuition fees are being used. Not that everything will go into a big pot. It keeps the whole university going, improving university’s facilities, and making sure that there are right facilities suitable to the needs of the students.

Yousuf Joondan asked “what are your views on the 'free Wednesdays afternoon' policy?”
The VC said that University education is more than just attending classes and that students should have the time to participated into more activities outside of their lessons. He mentioned that there are still limited spaces for activities as well as teaching spaces, and much needs improvement still. 

Jon Manning asked “I would like to know if the University are intending to sort out the timetable at a reasonable time this year. This is an issue which particularly affects Mature students who have to juggle childcare with lectures and seminars. If we as an institution are to attract more students we need to convey a sense of organisation and have the timetabling available before the beginning of the school term to allow students with families to arrange their childcare in order to maximise their learning potential?”

The VC replied that timetables scheduling is very difficult; more staffs and big efforts will be put into it. Although there was an attempt to fix last year, it should have been fixed but apparently it’s not. It’s damaging for some students and that we can’t afford to have this problem anymore. There are issues with keeping up with teaching spaces and good timing, and that’s not good enough. Timetables are organised centrally, and it’s quite a big process of communications which is quite challenging.

Adam Wright asked “Is it true that you are considering removing the cap on the number of students in course modules and if so, will this lead to a narrowing of choice as certain specialised courses are dropped due to unpopularity? Is this move not missing key issues such as year-on-year variation of course demand, time persistent effects on course demand and leading us to adopt market policies unfit for diversity and excellence in education?”

The VC replied that he doesn’t deal directly with the removing of the cap. There are two sides to the story, and he’s quite sympathetic. If there’re too few students, that course is not as popular. On the other hand, there will be too much work for the GTAs who are teaching the more popular courses, which is unfair. Although narrowing of the availability for students to be in the modules isn’t great but it should be a balance.

Abu Sayeed asked “What are you going to do to attract students that are athletes to Essex?”

The VC replied that we should be thinking about scholarship; Athletic scholarship. VC is going to keep looking into it. He mentioned that we have particular sports that we focus on.

Jun Plas asked “As we have seen from the deadly Virginia Tech shootings, and numerous other incidents in both Europe and America, people who are unstable sometimes get their hands on deadly weapons and manage to do great harm. 

I would like to ask what kind of measures are in place in this university for a similar kind of event happening here, and if there is no such procedure then when is the university planning on making one?”

The VC replied that there’s a planning in case of major incidents. First, there’s the arrangement of where things are, emergency first point of contact and how to fit things. Then, Model scenarios and how it’s to be dealt with. They are working the first bit, which is more or less done, and carrying on to the second part. 

Emma Askew asked “As you are in favour of lifting the cap on tuition fees, how high is he prepared to make future tuition fees?”

The VC replied that tuitions fee issues won’t be raised, none of the party would like to talk about it. It’s not an immediate issue. We do have to make sure that we secure the funding for the higher education. If the cap was to come off, the fees would go up to 5000. Fees won’t be an issue, but public funding for higher education will be an issue, but next year won’t be a problem. A rise of 2-3% is possible. It’s unsure what will happen after that. 

Zak Suffee asked “Are there plans for students to once again be able to apply for campus accommodation in their 2nd or 3rd year?”

The VC replied that the council had agreed for the infrastructure, and preparing 700 places. The Grounds have been laid but nothing laid down in details yet. There’s the desire for people to live on campus 2nd and 3rd years although it’s more postgraduate concentrated. Offer occupation for people who actually want it. It’s also the problem with capacity.

Lisa Hiscock asked “How will we better our achievements in sport without more facilities and funding?”

The VC replied that there will be development on outdoor facilities, Football Association will look into the pitches and take some pressure off.

Lewis Illman asked “After being your position of Vice Chancellor for a significant period of time is there anything you would do differently in role if given the opportunity again? Anything you believe you could have done better for an example?”

The VC replied that there’s not really anything he’d change, but realistically it was more about how long things get done. 

Maggie asked the VC about the space at The Hex?

The VC replied that The Hex’s space is likely going to be turned into an art gallery. He commented that it’s a strange building, doesn’t really suit with anything, and to transform it will cost around a million pounds and we’re looking for funding and fund raising.

Mark mentioned that the Islamic society prays there at The Hex. Students’ activities do take place at the hex, still.

The VC will consult Students union first and it’s concentrated on catering students’ need. He mentioned that he’ll look into the use of the space, there’s currently no other needs for it and re furnish the hex as much as we can and it will take time, but make best use of the space.

Dominique questioned the VC about the students clearance process.

The VC recognised the short time scale available, and he’ll look into it. There’s not sufficient communication and he’ll look into whether there’s anything more to be improve that he could do

Sarah raised the point that students are not aware of financial bursaries and financial assistances.

The VC will try to make sure that students are aware of its existence as it is there to help the students. 

Matt asked if there’s something that could be done about Saturday exams.

The VC said that he’ll take it forward and see what he could do. 

Shiva asked the VC what he proposed we do to fund bigger departments.

The VC replied that it’s working, and succeeding and making process. He mentioned subsidising and getting more staffs for departments that have a lot of students. 

Councillor raised an issue that there’re not that many houses off campus available for students. The current available ones are not affordable or so far away.

The VC replied that there’s lack of supply in the private sector in the market. There are a lot of empty flats and houses in Colchester so he couldn’t imagine why there’re problems. There is no shortage of property. 

Zak mentioned that voluntary fund ran out this year and asked what the University planned to do about it?

The VC replied that volunteer opportunities must be preserved and it is not of his interest to get rid of volunteer jobs. He mentioned that a way was found to resolve the issue but not absolutely sure or guarantee.

Dominique asked about the Students Bursaries Scheme and how it is unfair?

The VC replied that it was set up before him, and it’s vast. The question of fairness will be looked into. But he doesn’t know how it was set up the way it is. 

Maggie raised an issue that the quality of teachings and the rooms we get put in is lacking. 

The VC replied that what’s important is the correct content. The improvement of facilities takes lots of time and money but we’re moving into that direction. 

Rosa asked for the VC’s reactions towards the protests.

The VC replied that people have the rights to express and protest. That the case of the civil society of democratic country, and it’s alright as long as it’s remain under the university rules.

John Manning questioned about the possibility of Family accommodation.

The VC replied that there’ll be townhouses, between main campus and quays, which is currently in the planning process. There’ve been some thoughts of accommodation in Wivenhoe. 

Arnold asked about the Summer Ball and the staff resources. 

The VC replied that the university will not put any more money into it even if it means people on the guest list should pay their own tickets which the VC was willing to do. 

Ibby asked the VC about the cramping in the car park. He also questioned if the cramping scheme has gone for the aim of money making and if it could be controlled.

The VC replied that the cars that get cramped are cars that park in places they shouldn’t be parked. It’s the enforcement of parking regulations and someone must be paid for it.  It’s up for review but with the scheme it became a lot safer and more convenient.

Danny questioned about speculation facilities. 

The VC replied that if there’s enough demand, he could look into it. It depends of the priorities of what the students want. 

6. Ratifications 

a. Governance – Ratified 
b. Clingoe Hill – Ratified 
c. Gaza – Ratified 
d. Israeli Boycott – Ratified.  Those who voted No- Matt Murray, Ashley Rudge, Nikita Tchneskov, Lewis Illman, Maxwell Woodger, Jun Plas 
7. Motion

Essex Opportunity Scholarships 
Konstantin Jershov spoke in favour of the motion  

Vote taken 

Clearly passed
8. Exec Reports and Questions
Rich asked Arnold if he is really going charge those on the guest list

Arnold replied that he doesn’t know

Matt Fletcher asked if the Accommodation office could looked into the deposit matter. It could be possible that the Land lords are taking the deposit money to their own pocket.

Zak replied that she will look into it.

Maxwell asked for the facilities for the Battle of the band. 

Arnold replied that currently, there’s no facilities that are professional.

Ioannis mentioned that the editor of the rabbit, during the year, has been writing a lot of negative comment and asked if the Rabbit is biased. To what extent is it?

Maggie replied that as the Rabbit is independent and it could write what’s suited as long as it’s not a lie.

Jun asked if there’re procedures to renew of radio body.

Arnold replied that he will inform Jun by email when he finds out. He mentioned that there has been some looking into it.

Dominique asked for some news on the University of Essex Bursaries.

Zak replied that there’s not that much news about it.

Kishor mentioned that the pass to Wivenhoe is getting bad as well. 

Adam replied that there are plans for cycling tracks.

Rob mentioned the success of the silent disco and wonder that something should be built up on that?

Arnold agreed.

Ruth asked why the accommodation key is 40 pounds deposit, as it is quite expensive.

Zak replied that she could ask. She mentioned that twice a week, she has meeting with people from the office.

Maggie asked about the contents contribution in the Rabbit.

Dominic replied that the debate section was placed quite well. He said that there were good weeks and bad weeks in terms of the contents. It has specific angle and increase the amount of students getting involved in the SU.

Matt asked to what extent will there be the safeguard of welfare for Jewish students on campus.

Dom replied that it is the executive’s job to diminish and minimize the negative effects that could be brought about by the Israeli boycott.

Danny raised the issues of clashing of events and exams

Arnold replied that it really depended on the availability of the acts really. SU will look into it.

Reem asked why the Rabbit had an article about International students saying that they get a degree even with poor English 
Maggie: Responded to the comments about the article 
Chair ended the meeting as he was disgusted by the treatment of Councillors 

9. Any Other Business
None 
10. Date and Time of next meeting

Tuesday 10th March 6pm
