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ScientiStS working for the Natural Environment 
Research Council are locked in an angry dispute with 
their employer that could lead to a walkout. 

NERC researchers are taking action over their grow-
ing exasperation with the 1 per cent public-sector pay 
cap that has been in place since 2010. The 800 Prospect 
union members at the National Oceanography Centre, 
the British Geological Survey and other institutes will 
be balloted this year on whether to strike. A NERC 
spokesman confirmed that the council had been una-
ble to reach agreement with the union over its most 
recent pay offer and that discussions were ongoing.

The government is expected to take forward pro-
posals to make it harder for unions to call a strike. 
Speaking to the BBC on 12 May, the Conservative 
business secretary Sajid Javid said he intended to 
update the law so that unions would only have a man-
date to call a strike if ballots had at least a 50 per cent 
turnout. The plans, expected to be announced in the 
Queen’s Speech today, are “severe”, according to one 
employment expert.

A spokesman for the University and College Union 
said the Conservatives should not lecture trade unions 
on mandates, having secured only a third of the popu-
lar vote on 7 May. “If this is democracy it should apply 
to parliament as well as trade unions,” agrees Lesley 
McGorrigan, who works at the University of Leeds and 
is a UCU regional secretary.

The change is not likely to come into force before 
the potential NERC ballot, and Prospect representa-
tives at the centres involved say that, in any case, an 
indicative vote already conducted passed the 50 per 
cent turnout threshold—and returned a pro-strike 
result. A scientist at one of the centres, who asked to 
remain anonymous, said that professional scientists 
did not take industrial action readily.

“People are totally fed up,” said another union 
representative, who also did not want to be named. 
“We’ve been offered 1 per cent again for the fifth 
year in a row. Prices are going up and pensions are 
going up, so in a real sense it’s a pay cut.” Prospect’s 
national secretary Tony Bell said the union had 

already authorised a ballot but that it may not hap-
pen until the autumn.

NERC’s offer includes a lump sum for employees who 
give up their contractual right to pay progression and 
engage in annual pay negotiations instead. Bell told 
Research Fortnight that the offer was “inadequate” and 
would remove members’ certainty about their pay. 

Prospect is also concerned that NERC’s plan involves 
using a method of performance management that puts 
the 2,300 NERC researchers in competition with one 
another, but Bell says that NERC has denied this. “This 
is completely inappropriate for science, which is about 
teamwork,” he adds.

Unions such as Prospect and the UCU are rightly 
cold to Javid’s plan to tighten strike law, says Edmund 
Heery, a professor of employment relations at Cardiff 
University’s business school. He adds that trade 
unionism is weak among researchers. “I was a union 
representative earlier in my career but I packed it in 
because it just took up too much time,” he says.

Heery adds that Javid’s plans would have “severe 
implications” for researchers and lecturers who con-
sidered striking. The UCU’s ballot in the university 
pensions dispute in October 2014 fell below the 50 per 
cent threshold, although nine of the 11 ballots held 
for Prospect between 2013 and 2015 involved a turn-
out of more than 50 per cent.

Melanie Simms, a professor of work and employment 
at the University of Leicester, says the change would 
probably cause unions to refocus attention on the bal-
lot and away from the strike. The 50 per cent threshold 
would lead to them seeking to boost membership and 
concentrating on getting high ballot 
turnouts, she says. “It would change 
the dynamics of the negotiation.”

But academics and university 
staff are hard to mobilise, says 
McGorrigan. “The logistics are quite 
difficult. On a very big campus, there 
are lots of isolated offices.”
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