Headline

On 3 February 2020 the University and College Union (UCU) announced 14 more days of
strike action at 74 universities from Thursday 20 February. 52 universities were affected
by strike action over the Universities Superannuation Scheme (USS) pensions dispute.
The majority of these universities will also see strikes on a second dispute, relating to pay
and working conditions, and a further 22 universities will be affected by strike action over
pay and conditions only.

Universities UK is providing resources to help employers communicate with students and
staff during industrial action and to minimise impact on students.

This briefing provides background and context on the USS dispute and sets out the efforts
made by the affected universities to resolve the dispute satisfactorily.

Summary

The University and College Union (UCU) has been in dispute with 69 universities over the
latest valuation of the Universities Superannuation Scheme (USS) — the largest private
sector pension scheme in the UK. Over 50,000 members of staff were balloted for strike
action by UCU in opposition to the outcome of the 2018 valuation, which determined that an
increase in contributions is required by the scheme to ensure benefits can be maintained at
their current level.

The ballot was disaggregated, meaning that individual branches were required to meet the
50% turnout threshold in order for strike action to be held at their institution. The first ballot
resulted in strike action in November and December 2019 in 60 universities. Re-ballots
across both disputes took place in a further 37 institutions, closing on 28 January 2020.
Fourteen more UCU branches became eligible to strike, including six on pensions.

Universities UK (UUK) is the nominated representative for over 340 employers
participating in USS. UUK is responsible for determining a collective employer position to
inform negotiations with UCU, who formally represent the scheme members. UUK is also
responsible for communicating the views of employers to USS on a range of matters
related to the management of the scheme.












An extensive period of engagement with the USS Trustee followed, resulting in the 2018
valuation and a reduction in the overall rate from 35.6% of salary in the 2017 valuation, to
30.7% through the 2018 valuation.

UUK also spent considerable time and resource developing a credible ‘contingent
contributions’ proposal to bring the required rate down even further — to 29.7% — although the
USS Trustee ultimately did not accept this proposal.

Following consultation by UUK, the scheme employers also agreed to additional measures to
ensure that the scheme’s ‘covenant’ — or collective financial strength — continues to be
regarded as strong in the Trustee and Regulator’s view, to make the 30.7% rate acceptable.
This involved agreeing to ongoing debt monitoring, prioritisation of USS as a creditor, and a
moratorium on employers exiting the scheme.

These efforts were made in response to the firm view expressed by UCU that the scheme’s
benefit structure should be preserved, and in view of their demand for lower contributions,
despite the prevailing economic conditions.

In August 2019, in recognition of the concerns raised by UCU over member contributions at
9.6% of salary, UUK offered to pay an additional 0.5% at the 2018 valuation, reducing the
member contribution to 9.1% of salary, on the condition that UCU withdraw the ballot for
industrial action. The offer, if accepted, would have been subject to consultation with the
scheme employers, but UCU’s Higher Education Committee chose to reject the offer, without
consulting the wider union membership, leading to industrial action in November and
December last year.

The JEP published recommendations to reform scheme governance and future valuations on
13 December 2019. It included a series of recommendations concerning the governance of
the scheme, the valuation methodology, and the scheme’s sustainability. Around the same
time, UCU announced re-ballots in a further 37 universities across the two disputes, leading to
14 more universities with a mandate to take industrial action.

Throughout January 2020, UCU have taken part in discussions with UUK and USS to discuss
reform to the USS pension scheme. The talks have been facilitated by the chair of the Joint
Expert Panel, Joanne Segars.

The recent talks have been constructive and focussed on building a common
understanding on the future of the scheme, the upcoming valuation and governance
issues The group has developed shared principles for the valuation, produced a draft
scheme purpose, and have made a commitment to explore alternative valuation methods
which might have the potential to reduce the cost of the scheme. There has also been
enhanced visibility and engagement from the scheme'’s trustee.

The encouraging progress has been shared in jointly published statements and the talks
are set to continue through February and March at least. Despite the progress of these
meetings and the potential to positively influence the 2020 valuation and resulting
contribution rate, UCU have decided to continue with further strike action from February.
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