Governance Review Thoughts
For the last number of years I have seen almost every candidate that has been elected to the Students’ Union promise to bring about a change to the Union so that it becomes more transparent and inclusive too the Student Body as a whole. And although work has been done and attempts have been made to achieve this, it has never yet been fully been realised or achieved. 

Until now that is. The Governance Review was commissioned last year so that an independent consultant could come in and provide a completely impartial review of our structures and operations. With this review now completed and the findings and recommendations having been presented to us we are now in a position to initiate a real tangible change for the benefit of our membership and the organisation as a whole.

I accept that change can be daunting and to a degree it can be risky. Especially when we are venturing into completely new territory and taking onboard a new approach and focus for the organisation. However I do believe that the risk is far greater if we decide not to act on this review and its findings, if we decide to stay with the same structures and formats and expect to achieve a different result it simply will not happen. This has proven to be the case time and time again.
We are all now aware of the recommendations that have come from the view and I am glad that there is general consensus on many of the recommendations and the need for the Union to evolve and become more organised. On the other hand though there are some recommendations that we do not all agree on, and what option is the best way for us to progress with these recommendations. This should not be seen as a problem though as it shows we all have a desire to see the Union being the most effective organisation it can but that our opinions simply differ on how we make this a reality.
With regard to the recommendations there is a real question over which bit comes first. (The Chicken or the Egg question I like to call it.) I believe that we need to bring in a Board of Trustees, and there is general agreement on this. However we can’t decide the make-up or function of the board until we know how many officers we are going to have or how General Council is going to work and we wouldn’t know how many officers we are going to have until we know how many staff we are going to take on. So you see what bit comes first?
We can move on many of the lower priority recommendations that we all broadly agree on, but I feel that the more ‘difficult’ recommendations need to be taken and agreed at once and implemented at once.

Officer & Staff Structure

First and foremost I believe that we need to reduce the number of sabbatical positions that are available within the Union. I believe that 6 is an appropriate number and the structure of 

· 1x President

· 1x Sports President

· 4x VP Academic and Student Affairs 
I believe that we should go with these positions in the upcoming elections for 11/12 and that once the elections are held we advertise for full time staff positions such as;

· Societies & Volunteering Officer

· Marketing and Communication Officer

· Campaigns and Research Officer
I can fully accept the view and reasoning behind many people’s fears of removing the Welfare role of the Sabbatical jobs description. However I believe that a member of staff on each campus should then be trained on where to sign post students for Welfare advice if a student officer is not present. A phone number could also be set up to act as a direct line for students to ring perhaps, this however is up for discussion.

Another solution would be to Employ/Elect part-time Welfare officers that could perhaps hold a Welfare Clinic once a week and help the Site officer with Welfare campaigns. These individuals could as I said be either employed or elected much the same way as the Brand Ambassadors currently are, but they would have to be held to account much more and if they are elected a mechanism would have to be installed so they could be removed from their position if they were not doing their job.

Societies & Volunteering Officer

It is my personal belief that a staff role working at increasing the number of active societies and volunteering opportunities for the student body would be an excellent service to provide our membership. The University is very keen to promote their ethos of ‘Professional education for Professional life’ and this would job role would tie in with this excellently. It would also provide the membership with excellent opportunities to develop their CVs and key skills which they can then transfer into their professional lives when they graduate. The staff member employed in this position could also have responsibility for looking for external funding for specific projects and campaigns that the societies and students then take part in, similar to what the Sports Union Development Officer does for sports clubs.
This staff member could also take responsibility or at least joint responsibility for the Class Reps and recruiting students to the scheme and becoming active in making their voice heard.

 Marketing & Communications Officer
We all recognise the work and commitment that is currently put in by our Marketing Manger but this responsibility is currently too much for any   one individual. The Sabbatical team this year and in previous years have always recognised that communication with our membership is key as is the updating of our website and social networking sites. Unfortunately due to the current limitations these resources are underutilised and have now has minimal impact with the membership. If we are to seriously claim to be the ‘Student Voice’ I believe this position is key.
A Marketing and Campaigns Officer could work solely on helping officers communicate with the membership and also the membership communicating with the elected officers. This would then allow the Marketing Manager to concentrate more on the marketing of our commercial services and finding external sponsors that provide much needed cash and goods to the Union. This would then allow for more benefits and opportunities to be passed onto the membership.
Campaigns & Research Officer

This position would allow for a greater level of continuity with external agencies/companies when it comes to the running of campaigns. It is my belief that when an officer is elected they will bring with them a number of campaigns that they want to run throughout the year, or campaigns that they were elected on. They will then discuss these with the Campaigns & Research Officer who will, over time have links with a number of agencies, companies and University departments that can be used to make the campaign as effective as possible. This individual would be able to help the elected officer set realistic targets to achieve with each campaign. 

The staff member in this post would also have their own campaigns that they would have to work on throughout the year and even a number of years. For example targets could be set by the elected officers and General Manager for an increase in the number of students voting in the Student Elections, this target could be to see a 3% increase in the first year and a 10% increase by the third year. This could then be tied into the Unions strategic plan also. Another campaign could be to see a percentage increase in the National Student Survey each year for three years. This I believe would tick major boxes for the University and be an excellent way of securing financial support.
The Research end of this position would be to review changes in Education policy throughout the UK and Ireland and look for policies of best practice, to monitor the work and decisions that are undertaken by the DEL committee here in N.I. The staff member would also review Education policies in other HE institutions and brief both elected officers and class reps on these before they attend University committee meetings. All of this would ultimately result in both elected officers and the membership being more widely informed of common practice and how our University operates in comparison. The staff member could even research best practice policies in other Student Unions which would mean that our own Union remains up to date and relevant for its members.   

Summary

I believe that each of the positions I have just detailed and described are inter connected. We need to greatly improve student involvement within the Union, so a Societies and Volunteering Officer would be excellent for doing this. Likewise we need to better promote student involvement and an understanding of what the Union does. We also need to be more aware of what is happening elsewhere in the HE sector, so a Campaigns and Research Officer would be excellent at helping to achieve this. Finally if we want to achieve all this we need to greatly improve the way in which we market ourselves to the student body and how we communicate with them, so a Marketing and Communication Officer would greatly improve this.

I believe that with the full time staff employed there would be a much greater level of continuity and support for the Officers that are elected each year and also for the student body as a whole. It would encourage the growth of greater membership involvement and help foster the idea that the Students Union is just like any other Union, that it is there to meet the needs of its members and represent them at all levels.

Involvement
The next major interest that we as officers need to address is how we encourage students to get involved because it is clear to both the past and current officers that students are not currently leading the agenda of the Students’ Union.  The Union General Meetings are ineffective in attracting students to participate in, either by submitting motions or by attending the meetings. We need to change the names/branding of the meetings from things like Union General Meeting s to something like ‘Policy Hub’ or ‘Policy Decision Day’. Basically something that the average student is going to understand the meaning and concept behind. I also believe that elected officers need to actively promote and encourage students to put forward motions or beliefs. Something that will interest the student body into wanting to turn up and have a say on.

Even elections prove to have to many ‘technical’ or off putting phrases that students simply don’t understand, for example Hustings. Most students don’t know what this is, why don’t we change this phrase to the ‘Candidate Q&A Session’?

I think we need to also strongly consider doing away with large scale campus meetings and allow students to either directly propose motions to the General Council or to have them first passed at small ‘Policy Hubs’. General Council can in turn debate the motion if they wish and then take a vote on the issue. A set of guidelines may need to be drawn up to avoid controversial motions being railroaded through, for example any motion relating to a political stance or political party should be put to referendum for the student body to decide.  These referendums could be held once per semester and could even be to ratify General Council’s decision. This would involve making all policies that General Council approved available to the student body (most likely on the web), who would then vote to endorse these decisions or to reject them.
General Council & Trustee Board
I believe that the role of General Council should remain the same in the context of the Supreme Governing Body of the Union and to ultimately hold elected officer to account. I believe that we also have a need to bring in a Trustee Board that would comprise of a number of officers (possibly them all if we opted for the 6 officer structure), a member from General Council and then a number of external members including individuals from the following backgrounds:

· Finance

· Community

· Charity/Voluntary 

· Business

· Education 

I believe that this Board would have the responsibility for helping to decide the strategic plan of the Union and would ensure it is running within financial and legal regulations. This board would take some of the burden from the current 9 officers and hopefully add a lot to the organisation in terms of knowledge and experience. It would be hopeful that the external members would also open up a number of new doors and help form a number of new relationships with external parties that would be of benefit to the Union in the long-term future.
These are my personal thoughts on the future direction of the Union and I hope that it sparks thoughts in other individuals to think of what the next step for the Organisation should be. We as elected officers of the Union have a duty to ensure we make this organisation the most effective it can be for the benefit of its membership. We are merely trustees and stewards of this organisation and can only serve it best we can until others are elected into our positions. We cannot sit and wait for change to come to us, we are the individuals that we have waited for and we are those that will bring the change we need. 
1

