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Dear Ms Fallon, 

 

I refer to your letter of June 10 to Mr. Joe Cunningham, General Secretary of SIPTU.  Please see attached 

the SIPTU submission to the Special Committee on COVID-19 in respect of its impact on third level 

education. 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

SERVICES INDUSTRIAL PROFESSIONAL TECHNICAL UNION, 

per 

 
______________________________ 

ADRIAN KANE, 

DIVSIONAL ORGANISER.  
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Submission by SIPTU to the Special Committee on 

COVID 19 Response (Education) 
 

1.Introduction 

1.1 SIPTU is the largest union in the Third Level sector and represents over 8,000 workers 

across the Third Level Education sector. The union represents almost every grade of worker, 

from cleaning and security staff to senior academic and management grades. SIPTU welcomes 

the opportunity to outline its perspective on the impact that the COVID 19 pandemic has had 

on the Third Level sector. We have set out below the steps that Government need to urgently 

take in order to save the sector from an immediate funding crisis and ensure that the sector 

plays a key role in building a fairer, more sustainable and socially just, post pandemic Ireland.  

1.2 The incoming Government has an unenviable task. Every sector of the economy 

desperately needs help, primarily in the form of state financial aid, in order to mitigate the 

financial devastation that has followed in the wake of the lockdown. The Third Level 

Education sector is no different in that regard. As well as a specific financial ask, however, we 

have also set out below a number of additional key measures which need to be adopted which 

are specific to the sector. Finally, the Third Level sector has, we believe, a pivotal role to play 

in leading research into the construction of a post pandemic Ireland. We have, accordingly, 

set out the principle issues/actions which we believe need to be addressed/ taken to achieve 

this goal. In summary the Third Level sector requires: 

 

• A Financial Package which, in the first instance, has the capacity to stabilise the 

sector in light of the collapse of commercial income due to the impact of the 

pandemic and the projected increased costs associated with implementing public 

health measures. The financial package also needs to provide sufficient funds to 

make up the gap for a decade of state underinvestment.  

• A Separate Department for Third Level Education 

• An Effective Social Dialogue Process for the Sector 

• A Multi-Disciplinary approach to Research-led initiatives in Building a Better 

Ireland  

 

2 Funding Challenges -Exchequer and non-Exchequer  

2.1 The Third Level sector has suffered from a chronic lack of state investment over the last 

decade. The problems facing the sector have been well documented. Higher-education 

student numbers have steadily increased from 186,000 in 2008 to 235,000 in 2018. Core 

state-funding, however, over the same period has reduced by 40%. 
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2.2 The sector has reacted in an ad hoc manner in the face of significant reductions in state 

funding. Institutions have turned to alternative commercial income streams in the absence of 

adequate funding from the state. Increasingly universities have relied on a business model of 

charging international students extremely high fees. This has led to a situation whereby the 

sector has morphed into a commercial enterprise, adopting a customer-driven approach, 

pitting universities as competitors. The sector has strayed from the public purpose to serve 

society by the independent pursuit of knowledge as envisaged by Cardinal Newman et al. 

Rather, they have become locked into an unsustainable business model that relies on 

competing for overseas-student fee-paying income to finance ever increasing layers of 

administration in a wasteful and somewhat absurd attempt to apply market based metrics to 

an academic setting. 

2.3 The principle funding options as outlined in the Casells Report of 2016 continue to be 

ignored. Including the recommendation by the Expert Group for “the introduction of a 

structured contribution from employers as a core element of future funding for higher 

education……. delivered by increasing the National Training Fund levy.” SIPTU continues to 

support option 1 of the report, namely a predominately state-funded system which would 

see a significant increase in the core grant to institutions and the abolition of the €3,000 

undergraduate student contribution. 

2.4 The IUA (Irish Universities Association) recently estimated (May 2020) the loss to the 
university sector to be in the order of €374 million for 2020 and 2021. The loss of income from 
international students alone they estimate at over €180 million.  The HEA (Higher Education 
Authority) in a more recent report have estimated the loss to the entire sector be in the order 
of €508 million.  
 
 
2.5 The sector requires immediate assistance. SIPTU is supportive of the rescue plan as 
outlined in the IUA paper Partners in Recovery namely a: 
 

• Stability Fund of €230 million required to provide targeted support for students and 
their families in the aftermath of the crisis focused on enhanced Access programmes, 
improved Susi grant and well-being supports. The Fund should also be used for extra 
Irish student places to replace the expected drop in international students and the 
related fees loss.  

 

• Transformation Fund to support an enhanced skills development programme. A 
sustained investment in digital infrastructure is required in addition to providing 
capacity for the known demographic growth in student numbers over the next 
decade. An additional multi-annual €180m is required on top of the capital 
programme for third level under Project Ireland 2040.  

 

• Research & Innovation Fund: The value of research and innovation during the Covid-
19 response provides a compelling argument to invest now in our future capacity with 
at least €80m per year extra to support an innovation pipeline.  
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3.Teaching/Learning Remotely 

3.1 We are living through an emergency period when normal practice has been suspended. 
In this context, lecturers have shown remarkable agility and commitment in adapting to the 
delivery of teaching online. Results achieved by students in the recent exam period proves 
that staff are doing a remarkable job. The initial teaching response in the immediate 
aftermath of the lockdown seems to have been one where lecturers were trusted to allow 
them to adapt their practice to the demands of their discipline. There is room for a more 
considered approach as there is likely to be at least another half-year of either blended or 
online delivery. However, this process of consideration still needs to be based on the 
fundamental principle that each discipline is different, and that teaching staff know what will 
work for their discipline. In turn, this will make for a diverse and varied experience for 
students. Planning for Teaching and Learning in the next year must respect this, and a mindset 
of conformity to a rigid template for online delivery will prove counter-productive.  

3.2 The generalised shift to online learning is not a simple operation and its success, without 
further resources, is doubtful. Dedicated distance learning operations, such as the Open 
University, have spent many years building up expertise and dedicated resources to achieve 
these objectives. We should not pretend that this can be achieved in a few months under 
intense pressure. We cannot allow the cover of emergency working to act as cover for a 
change in business model or for a deleterious impact on staff conditions of service.  

3.3 Working from home is not a simple pain free process. The duty of care of the employer, 
not least in terms of Health and Safety is an obligation that continues to operate. That includes 
the management of stress related issues. The emergency situation cannot be used to 
micromanage staff or enforce a ‘flexibility’ that is oppressive. There can be no change in core 
hours. The unions will continue to press for full consideration of the needs of particularly 
vulnerable groups of staff, fully cognisant of the gender differential in terms of the impact of 
Covid-19 and not only in relation to child-care arrangements.  

3.4 The demand for people to be ‘research productive’ needs to be balanced against the 
increased teaching and administrative workload that is being experienced.  Supports for such 
people need to be substantial and meaningful, and the thorough abnormality of the situation 
needs to be acknowledged.  

3.5 Students need to be aware of the changes and fully consulted through their unions. 
Students will understandably feel disadvantaged by any changes made without due 
consideration which may impact or devalue their degrees/accreditations. The lack of face-to-
face teaching is a serious deficit.  

3.6 We are cognisant of the impact of the digital divide on students and the impact that has 
had on their ability to manage the transition to online learning. In community settings and 
other disadvantaged sectors up to 40% of students may lack access to adequate IT, internet 
equipment and connections. We must resist any complacency about the availability of such 
resources, as it structurally reinforces social inequality, when our third level institutions are 
open to all. 

3.7 To even begin to move to a ‘hybrid’ model of teaching and learning for the 2020-2021 
academic year greater resources are needed across the system, both in terms of funding for 
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dedicated systems and for the staff to implement change. This must include access to 
appropriate technology for all students.  

3.8 The shift towards online learning needs to be led by the teachers and support staff on the 
ground who will be delivering it. It cannot be successful through top-down commands. 
Mechanisms for consultation need to be robust and trusted by staff. Staff representatives 
need to be part of all decision-making, not just Health and Safety but also in relation to the 
core business of teaching and learning. These are areas of concern that have become 
inextricably linked, not least because the home and working lives of people have now 
converged to such a degree.  

 

4.SOCIAL DISTANCING 

4.1 SIPTU fully supports the Public Health Guidelines and advice coming from NPHET, 

Department of Health and the HSE. The reality of the present advice is that face to face 

lectures will be difficult to facilitate for the first part of the 20/21 Academic Year. In 

discussions with Universities, Institutes of Technology and Technological Universities the 

effect of social distancing has become apparent. For example, under present advice a 500-

seater lecture theatre may only be able to accommodate circa 30 students. This will lead to 

an increase in on-line lectures and tutorials. The number of laboratory practicals will also have 

be increased and managed to fulfil their normal throughput. This will obviously have effects 

on normal work practices and delivery. We have advised all employments in the Sector that 

we understand that a level of flexibility will be required during the pandemic, but any changes 

that effect the terms and conditions of our members must be negotiated with the Union.  

 

5. STUDENT ACCOMODATION CHALLENGES 

5.1 SIPTU along with sister unions in the ICTU, USI (Union of Students of Ireland) and other 

civil society organisations have been part of the Raise the Roof Campaign. The Raise the Roof 

Campaign highlighted five key areas in relation to Housing Provision. 

• A National Public Housing Programme 

• Public Land for Public Housing 

• Fair Rents & Secure Tenancies  

• Ending Homelessness 

• A Right to Housing 

5.2 In relation to Student Accommodation the Government’s National Student 

Accommodation Strategy (NSAS) outlined in July 2019 that there was an excess demand of 

purpose-built student accommodation of 25,754 beds.  A key element missing however in the 

NSAS analysis, is that it does not address the increasing cost of rent borne by students. 

5.3 We would have serious concerns around the affordability of student accommodation, 

because of the pandemic. Many students pay for their accommodation costs and registration 

fees through seasonal summer employment. A stability fund would need to target support 
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for students and their families in the aftermath of the crisis focused on enhanced Access 

programmes, improved SUSI grant and well-being supports. Consideration should also be 

given to the continuation of the Pandemic Unemployment Payments to support students, 

who are unable to gain summer employment.  

5.4 As the country moved into lockdown earlier this year USI have found that many students 
were forced to quickly move from their term-time accommodation. Of those who moved out 
of their rented accommodation, many were unable to be released from their leases, forcing 
them into paying for accommodation that they were no longer using. Given the significant 
financial challenges that many students have faced as a result of COVID-19, SIPTU supports  
USI call for the incoming government and to put pressure on private providers to provide 
refunds to students who were forced to move as a result of COVID-19. 
 

5.5 There will be a decline in revenue for Universities from on-campus rental accommodation. 

The IUA has estimated this figure to be in the order of €34 million. This figure maybe on the 

conservative side if a significant number of potential first year students seek to defer next 

year, in light of a perceived reduction in the student experience through CoVid-19 restrictions 

and online/blended learning.  

 

6. INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

6.1 International students provide a welcome exchange of knowledge and cultural diversity 

to any Third Level campus and such programmes should continue to be supported into the 

future. However, we would have an issue with them being used for the sole exploitative 

purpose of filling the chasm of State underfunding created by successive governments.  

Estimates in earnings for Universities associated with International Students suggest it is close 

to €400 million.  The IUA estimate that the loss of fee income for 2020/21 will be in the order 

of €181 million. 

6.2 The pandemic has exposed the glaring structural flaw in the current funding model. We 

contend our members have borne the brunt of the experiment which has seen academic 

institutions essentially morph into commercial enterprises in recent years, in an attempt to 

deliver alternative income streams to make up for the shortfall in state investment.  

 

7.Working Conditions 

7.1 Terms and conditions of employment have come under enormous pressure due to chronic 

underinvestment by the state in recent years, where the casualisation of employment has 

become a serious problem and careers have been put on hold as normal promotional paths 

have evaporated.  

7.2 Reports throughout the country from our union section committees have conveyed 
concerns that Management of various institutions are seeking to make immediate savings by 
a combination of: discontinuing part-time, temporary contracts and the non-renewal of fixed 
terms contracts. Savings accrued in this manner will significantly impact on the quality of 
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teaching and learning as it will result in a major reduction of support tutorials. This is not 
acceptable to SIPTU and will not be tolerated.  

 

7.3 The figure below displays in graphic form the precarious nature of employment amongst 
lecturing grades in the university sector. This lack of security of employment is replicated 
across other grades of employment also. A normalisation of insecure employment in the Third 
level sector essentially leads to an internalised acceptance of this model of employment 
across all of society. 

 

 

7.4 Some degree of fixed-term work can be appropriate. Occasional teaching is a form of 

career development for postgraduates, and short-term research projects offer opportunities 

for post-doctoral training as a platform for a future career. However, precarious work 

experiences and growing insecurity are now an integral part of the university business model. 

 

8. Social Dialogue 

8.1 SIPTU notes the commitment in the Programme for Government to “Establish a unit in 
the Department of Taoiseach to coordinate social dialogue. It will create new models of 
sectoral engagement.” SIPTU believes we need to learn from the last period of Social 
Partnership. A one size fits all approach proved to be reductive, cumbersome and ultimately 
unsustainable. A social partnership process, based on a sectoral approach, typical of that 
adopted by Nordic countries, has the potential to prove an invaluable structural process in 
the progressive development of the Third Level Education sector.  
 
8.2 The Swedish Government’s decision to provide additional funding for an additional 9,500 

students to attend college in 2020/’21 in order to address its unemployment rate is indicative 

of the progressive public policy decisions which can result from effective social dialogue. 
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9. New Department of Education 

9.1 SIPTU believes that the establishment of a separate department for Third Level Education 

has the potential to bring a greater focus on third level education. Because of the packed 

agenda within education, from a policy perspective, higher education tends to get 

marginalised in the wider debate of primary, second level, special needs education, 

curriculum reform etc. 

A new Department of Higher Education and Research could be a major driver in Ireland’s 

efforts to become one of the world’s leading knowledge economies. It would send a strong 

signal to the world that we are serious about preparing for the future. 

 

10. Supporting the National Effort  
10.1 The third level sector continues to play a leading role in support of the national response 
to Covid-19. Institutions have put facilities and services at the disposal of the government and 
health authorities in the fight against the pandemic. These include:  
 

• Providing medical and other professional expertise 
• Secondment and re-assignment of staff to essential services. 
• Leadership roles on key national response expert groups  
• Facilities and resourcing of key infrastructure such as contact tracing centres  
• Enhancing Covid-19 testing capacity and virus research  
• Training and support services to the health authorities  
 

10.2 The extensive engagement of universities in supporting the national response to the 
pandemic underlines the value of research-intensive universities to the economy and to society 
as a whole. 
 

10.3 Universities will remain critical as we emerge from this crisis and endeavour to make our 

way towards economic and social recovery. SIPTU support the sentiments as expressed in an 

article in the Sunday Business Post (June  14) by a number of academics in ULI in which they 

write, “how university senior management (and government) respond to emerging challenges 

is critical, both in renewing universities as institutions able to deliver public good and 

addressing precarious academic work. Universities need to rediscover their soul, both in 

educating and moulding moral socially responsible citizens; and as good employers, by 

showcasing fairness at work as an exemplar for the private sector.” 
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