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‘No defeat is final, nor is any victory.  

  Only the struggle is permanent.’  

 

‘Where did all the Indians come from?’  
   General Custer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTE 

This pamphlet was written by members of East Midlands Retired Members Branch in 

celebration of the 2019 Nottingham College UCU strike – one of the most successful strikes in 

recent FE history. Although mostly drafted in early 2020, Covid delayed its final editing and 

publication. The content draws on branch reports, briefings, motions and press releases; 

national and local press reports; retired members’ observations of branch meetings and picket 

lines; and conversations with branch members and activists before and during the strike. 

Inevitable gaps notwithstanding, we hope that this account does justice to a dispute that well-

deserves celebration. 

  



INTRODUCTION  

On July 1st 2019, Nottingham College UCU began a 16-day programme of strike action. It would 

be one of the most successful disputes in recent FE history. The branch had balloted for action 

after the college executive imposed a contract and pay scheme that increased teaching hours, 

and cut holidays, sick pay, CPD time and the pay of many long-serving staff. The college’s tactic 

- sign or resign - was aggressive and extreme. The branch’s response of strike action and 

campaigning was an uncompromising, joyfully militanti success. 

East Midlands Retired Branch (EMRB) members have been involved in strikes and struggles in 

the FE sector over many years as activists and organisers. As we followed the Nottingham 

College dispute - attending meetings, picket-lines and rallies; reading reports, minutes and 

motions; and talking with strikers and branch activists - we were heartened by the determined 

but considered stance of the Nottingham College branch, which included many former 

colleagues. These are good reasons for a celebratory pamphlet, which, if nothing else, records 

a brighter moment in Nottingham's labour history. UCU national leaders rightly stated that 

the dispute was of national significance; other college managements were taking careful note. 

It has implications for the different kind of further education that sector activists and teachers 

are beginning to talk aboutii. It was also a dispute waiting to happen, as pressures intensified 

before and after the merger into one organisation of Nottingham’s two remaining FE colleges, 

Central College and New College Nottingham (NCN). Its roots, however, can be traced back to 

incorporation 25 years earlier. 

In April 1993, the six Nottingham conurbation FE colleges, each with its specialism, were 

removed from local councils and handed over to governing bodies – a process known as 

incorporation. In reality, incorporation gave government, the main funder, greater control of 

FE colleges. Principals and governors were free to rearrange the deck chairs on the good ship 

FE; regular rearrangements became the order of the day. 

Incorporation ended local democratic control of colleges, and came with the expectation that 

the sector would align more closely with employer needs - whatever that might mean - whilst 

aping the management practices of the private sector. For Nick Lewis (then Principal of 

Broxtowe College and a visionary of the post-incorporation system), incorporation needed 

managements that were determined to re-engineer college cultures and remove the obstacles 

to change. These obstacles included teachers’ ‘strong priority commitment to students, 

teaching and curriculum matters’ iii  rather than to the passing enthusiasms of college 

executives. The sector may have needed reform, but incorporation precluded the 

development of a better democratic FE system, and imposed a culture of compliance on its 

staff. 

Incorporation assumed efficiency savings. Real-terms funding to colleges reduced by 5% per 

year in the first five years. Given inevitably high labour costs, wages and conditions were 

attacked, staff morale fell, stress levels rose, students contact hours were cut. A pattern was 

set, although not all was gloomy: large numbers of higher management were employed on 

rocketing wages.  

In 2017/18, two Nottinghamshire college leaders, John van de Laarschot of Nottingham 

College and Dame Asha Khemka of Vision West Notts., were in the top 12 college leaders with 

pay of over £200,000 per year iv . If these salaries were justified by the entrepreneurial 



expertise of the incumbent, Dame Asha signally departed her Vision college when it ran out 

of cash and 100 staff members were sackedv.  

In 2011, the NCN Board also chose Principal Amarjit Basi for his entrepreneurial dash. Basi was 

a founder of the Gazelle College Group whose members were photographed touching Sir 

Richard Branson’s hemvi. Gazelle’s mission was to make the sector fit for a hyper-marketized, 

fast capitalism that demanded a new kind of entrepreneurial learning. This meant setting up 

‘real’ learning businesses – including at NCN, a café with little passing trade and a vocational 

centre in Delhi. After achieving a £2.4m deficit in 2014, Basi had to go, but happily got a 

£210,000 job at Cornwall Collegevii, before his precipitate departure from that position. A 

combined salary and settlement package from Cornwall College of £404,000 put Basi top of 

the 2015-16 Principal’s pay leagueviii.  

In 2016, the Nottingham College Interim Board, which oversaw the merger of Central College 

and NCN, recruited another high-flyer as CEO. John van de Laarschot had worked for PepsiCo, 

appeared on the TV programme ‘Wife Swap’, and been CEO of Stoke-on-Trent Council earning 

£230,000 per year. There he introduced a barrage of cuts before leaving with a golden 

goodbye of a further £230,000. His experience of educational management wasn't profound. 

Attrition and merger had cut six colleges to the two that finally became the single Nottingham 

College. Managing the process required sensitivity, knowledge of the sector, and a capacity to 

communicate, build relationships and negotiate to bring together different staff contracts, 

courses and sites. 

The board chose John van de Laarschot. 

 

  



FE 'REVOLUTION' 

The background to the dispute lies in a history of merger 

and upheaval within FE in the conurbation.  Former NCN 

staff had recently experienced the Basi regime and the 

disruption and financial difficulties it resulted in. Staff 

from both colleges had seen long-term pay decline – 

their share in the 25% real-terms average pay cut since 

2009. Pay cuts, worsening conditions and general 

uncertainty resulted in failing staff morale, and a 

widening gap between the priorities and language of the 

college executives and boards and those of its 

operational managers and staff. The Nottingham 

College merger, moreover, was done for political and 

financial rather than educational reasons, and as a trial 

run for the national FE rationalisation programme under 

the government’s FE Review from 2015 onwardsix.  

Appointed a year before the formal merger of Central and NCN, Laarschot’s private sector and 

local authority background failed to reassure staff at either college that he would have much 

understanding of education, and particularly of underfunded, embattled FE. Nonetheless, 

with evident attention to the FE Commissioner’s demand that colleges become financially 

more robust in a context of reduced funding, he set about drawing up plans for what the 

merged college would look like. 

Laid out in the document Delivering Excellence in 

Further Education in Nottinghamx, the plans formed the 

college’s bid to the Government’s Transaction Unit for 

the funds to pay for the merger and the reorganisation 

that would inevitably follow. The merger, it argued, 

would ‘create a financially resilient institution delivering 

a more efficient curriculum’ and a ‘transformed capacity 

to contribute to socio-economic priorities and deliver 

the skilled people that employers need.’ 

Importantly, Delivering Excellence was kept hidden from 

both college staff and their representative unions; it 

isn't hard to see why. The document showed that 

management were planning to reduce teaching costs by 

40% over three years - way below what even the FE 

commissioner had set as a target. This would be 

achieved by increasing teaching hours far above what 

was written into either college contract; training in new 

technologies to drive a shift to remote learning; cuts in 

course lengths; and increasing the number of cheaper 

sessional staff, trainers and assessors. Class sizes were to increase by 20%, and support 

services massively cut. References to pay in the document were ambiguous, and always with 

the slippery get-out of ‘affordability’. Holidays were no longer to be tied to the traditional 

academic year because the vision, with its emphasis on remote learning, was that the whole 

enterprise should be geared to employer priorities and schedules. But if management wanted 

‘I thought industrial 

action would be a sombre 

affair, serious and strong. 

How wrong was I? It was 

about building solidarity 

and we celebrated our 

right to stand up and be 

counted. The passion and 

creativity demonstrated 

by our branch members 

spoke volumes and only 

highlighted the valuable 

skills and the necessary 

passion for practitioners 

in education to have. At 

first, management 

ignored us, they thought 

we would just go away.’  

 



their intentions kept off the table, the unions knew what 

was coming. The document was leaked to union reps by a 

frustrated member of one of the college boards before the 

merger was completed. It was therefore well-known before 

March 2019, when management finally set out its contract 

and pay proposals and so precipitated the strike in the 

Summer and Autumn of that year.  

The CEO made much of the newly-merged college’s ‘unique 

opportunity’ to bring students and employers into ‘a single, 

dynamic learning environment’ and invited ‘employers, 

partners, parents and students to join us as we design a 

new and very different kind of college'xi. College managers, he claimed, were already talking 

to local and national employer representatives to ensure a curriculum ‘designed round their 

needs for a sustainable and skilled workforce’ and investment that would support the region’s 

economic plans.  

When Laarschot published his vision of an employer-led FE revolution in the Nottingham 

Postxii most staff were unmoved; those from NCN in particular recoiled from its rhetoric. Not 

surprisingly - given their experience of the earlier ‘entrepreneurial’ revolution and the failed 

business initiatives and half-million ‘investment’ in the controversial Gazelle project that had 

contributed to the colleges’ financial crisis. The comment ‘it’s like Basi all over again’ and talk 

of ‘the ghost of Amarjit Basi’ would be heard frequently on the picket-lines. 

For procedural and legal reasons, the merger was delayed for 10 months. It finally went 

through on 10th June 2017. During the spring, there had been some changes made to 

curriculum management. Just weeks after the merger was formally completed, however, the 

executive announced a major restructure: 161 teaching and support posts were at risk of 

redundancy. 

In a statementxiii to FE Week on 17th July, Laarschot claimed that staff understood the need for 

reorganisation to achieve efficiencies in a changing market. Plans were well-thought through, 

he said, with job losses due to the duplication of posts following merger. 

UCU took a very different view. 

At its AGM on 11th July, the 

branch declared a dispute. UCU 

East Midland Regional 

Official, Sue Davis accused the 

college of leaving staff in the 

dark by failing to publish the full 

details of their proposed new 

structure and rushing through a 

major reorganisation without 

adequate time for consultationxiv. 

An ill-considered reorganisation, 

UCU argued, would be chaotic for 

the institution and unfair on staff, who would have to decide their futures without the 

information they needed. Later, staff recalled being asked to apply for posts without job 

descriptions in a structure that was still unclear. Quite reasonably, the branch advised that the 

‘The strike was the  

best CPD [Continuing 

Professional 

Development] I have 

ever had. I have made 

lasting friendships; we 

showed a solidarity that 

was fantastic.’ 



restructure be delayed. Knowing better, management ploughed on. A deadline for Voluntary 

Redundancy (VR) applications was set for 24th July, when most staff would be on holiday and 

formal consultation difficult to arrange. Tellingly, management thought it acceptable to hold 

individual redundancy consultations over the phone or Skype.   

If the merger and hasty reorganisation that followed suggested a college leadership with little 

interest in negotiation or consensus, this would be more than demonstrated in what was to 

come. 

 

  



ACADEMIC YEAR 2017 – 18: YEAR ONE OF MERGER 

Starting a new academic year is always a challenge; as 

UCU predicted, 2017-18 started in chaos. The college 

was unprepared as a single institution. Key people, 

along with their connections and know-how, had been 

lost through redundancy. Responsibilities were 

unclear. Two very different but equally tired IT 

systems were plastered together. The inevitable loss 

of functionality denied staff the tools for even simple 

tasks, such as maintaining registers. Redundancy and 

failing systems meant increased workloads and 

mounting frustration. The college executive seemed 

oblivious to these day-to-day effects, whilst middle 

managers, lecturers and support staff battled through 

their stress and frustration to make the college 

operable. 

Meanwhile, on the contract front all was quiet. There 

was no information from management or meaningful 

talks with UCU.  In a report to the retired members, 

branch representatives described how management’s 

post-merger ‘shock and awe’ had shifted into a kind of 

disinterest. There were meetings to re-draft policies 

that had already been drafted and agreed in 

preparation for the merger, but no attempt to deal 

with the anxiety and distrust now widespread in the 

institution or with the everyday impact on staff of its 

organisational failings. Were management simply 

taking time to prepare their attack? Activists wondered.   

In April 2018, officers called a branch meeting to 

express frustration at management’s attitude and 

at the lack of progress towards a common 

academic contract for the merged college. Retired 

members were invited to observe. With two 

distinct contracts still in place, a new contract was 

unavoidable, and with the Transaction Unit bid 

setting out management’s plan to attack terms 

and conditions, the branch needed to be clear 

about what it wanted from any contract 

negotiations. The meeting agreed that a new 

contract shouldn't be used to undermine terms 

and conditions. It therefore Instructed its officers 

to seek reassurances from the college that a new 

contract should ‘build on the best practice 

currently in place at the legacy colleges'. The 

motion was communicated to management in the expectation that this would be an opener 

to contract discussions. Management responded with an invitation to a 'scoping' meeting, and 

‘An experience that will stay 

with me forever;  

I have been involved in some 

trade union and other 

campaigning activity before, 

but nothing quite like this. 

The imagination and 

ingenuity involved in 

transforming every picket 

into a carnivalesque event 

was a real revelation; the 

strike brought out the best in 

people and drew us closer 

together. The very strong 

bond among colleagues from 

across the college will stand 

us in good stead for 

anything that’s thrown at us 

in the years to come.’ 



with well-practised references to flexibility, stakeholders and the future security of the college. 

Specific contract proposals would have to wait. 

The Summer of 2018 saw a further erosion of the college’s educational ethos when the 

executive and board decided to close its Basford Hall site nursery in the July. The nursery was 

highly rated by OFSTED and popular with staff, students and local parents. Its closure was a 

crass illustration of an unaccountable governing body with little interest in the college as a 

community resource. Campaigners, supported by trade unions, MPs and councillors (including 

the council representative on the college board), disputed the college’s claim that the nursery 

was financially unviablexv. A vigorous campaign and a direct appeal from the city council had 

no impact at all; the board pressed on, the CEO even failing to attend a public meeting on the 

issue. With the nursery closure, alarm bells rang more loudly. This regime was willing to 

sacrifice local needs to achieve its employer-led vision of further education.   

 

  



ACADEMIC YEAR 2018 – 19: YEAR TWO 

Although the UCU branch had set out their contractual principles in April 2018, discussion with 

management didn't happen until the autumn, a year later than planned in the Transaction 

Unit bid. UCU agreed that 

Nottingham College 

needed a common 

academic contract, but 

argued that this should take 

the best from the two 

existing contracts and 

adopt the NCN workload 

agreement, which, among 

other protections, limited 

teaching to 24 hours a 

week. UCU again set out 

their position in February 

and March 2019. Finally, on March 12th, management presented their proposals to UCU 

negotiators, bizarrely insisting that the document was confidential and not to be shared with 

branch members, although branch officers could quote extensively and verbatim from it!  

Implementation was scheduled for August 1st. 

The pay proposals included salary ranges and a 12-band pay system based on the outcome of 

a job evaluation then being undertaken. For its part, the proposed new contract would 

increase teaching hours from 850 to 864 annually but remove the weekly cap. Annual leave 

would be reduced, the continuous summer leave entitlement cut to 3 weeks. Sick pay was to 

be cut by half – management claiming that it was financially unviable in its current form. 

Changes were also proposed to redundancy pay and notice, probationary reviews and CPD. 

UCU acknowledged that many staff would benefit from the 

new pay arrangements, although to widely varying 

degrees. Fifty or so teachers would get a pay rise of 

between £2,300 and over £6,000 a year (a measure of how 

shockingly low pay had been over the previous years) but 

nineteen would be a mere £2 a year better off. On the 

other hand, 149 teachers would get a pay cut of over 

£1,000 a year - including 82 former-NCN staff at the top of 

their legacy pay scale. Perversely, 55 teachers who were 

well below the top of the scale of their respective legacy 

colleges would lose between £72 and £575 more than 

their top-of-the-NCN-scale colleagues! Management's glib 

talk of 'winners and losers' as if job evaluation were (in the 

words of one activist) a 'cheesy gameshow' did nothing to 

persuade staff that the proposed scheme would satisfy 

their hopes for fairness. 

At a branch meeting on March 14th, officers explained the 

proposed changes to contract and pay to the 120 or so 

who had turned out (including some non-members, who 

were encouraged to join the branch).  Management had 



described their pay and contract proposals as 

their ‘final’ offer. Yet, the document on the table 

was the first with any substantive contract 

proposals for the branch to consider and it 

wasn't the result of any negotiation. 

Management had justified changes by speaking 

vaguely of ‘future proofing and flexibility’, whilst 

dismissing UCU’s position that merger shouldn't 

be used to undermine conditions. Negotiators 

needed a clear steer for their next meeting with 

management in the diary for the following week. 

What action were members willing to take? 

Management, they told the meeting, seemed to 

think that the branch wouldn't seriously fight 

back against the implementation of the 

contract. But given the threat it posed to their 

working conditions, this was exactly what was 

needed.  

Discussion turned to the beneficiaries of the pay proposals. Activists were concerned about 

the legacy of different contracts, pay arrangements and recent histories in the two merger 

colleges. There had been no Basi-like regime at Central, and there had been some testy 

arguments about whose conditions had been worse. NCN staff had had no pay rise of any kind 

for 8 years; except for one notable year, Central staff had received increments but had had no 

cost of living increases over a similar period. The top of the NCN pay scale was higher than 

Central’s; Central staff had more holidays and CPD time. There was worry that, whilst opposing 

management’s proposed contract might be a unifying issue, 

pay might prove divisive. Would those who benefited from 

the pay scheme support action over contracts and fight the 

pay cuts of others? 

The outcome of the job evaluation had already created a 

widespread sense of injustice. Management had claimed 

that the exercise would bring pay fairness and parity. Yet 

this wasn't the case. Alongside those teachers who would 

suffer a pay cut, pay rises for many didn't compensate for 

years of pay loss, whilst some very experienced staff found 

themselves on the same salary point as recently appointed 

colleagues. Moreover, staff bitterly compared their shrinking wage packets with the salaries 

at those at the top the college hierarchy. The CEO was (and remains) one of the highest paid 

principals in the sectorxvi.  

The meeting unanimously rejected management’s proposals. What other choice was there? 

Branch members weren't refusing to negotiate change, but the outcome had to be reasonable 

overall.  The position was cemented in the resolution: 

‘This branch is very disappointed by management’s proposed contract. The 

branch mandates its officers to set out a local claim that seeks to negotiate a 

contract based on the principle of no overall detriment.’ 



To any experienced negotiator, what ‘no overall detriment’ means is pretty straightforward: 

negotiation involves give and take and aims at a deal that both sides can work with. Yet, 

management representatives in the meetings that followed seemed unable (or unwilling) to 

grasp what ‘no overall detriment’ was asking for in practice. UCU negotiators commented on 

their frustration. They were even more frustrated when presented with the actual draft of the 

proposed contract.  Clearly - or, more accurately, unclearly - written by an employment lawyer 

management had hired as a consultant, the contract was impenetrable in parts and unlike any 

contract negotiators had ever seen in education.  

Not surprisingly, April was tense. Under pressure, 

management made some small concessions: they would 

agree non-contractual workload guidelines, 12 months’ 

pay protection at 50% of any loss, 12 months holiday 

protection, and some changes to the redundancy 

proposals. Yet, they still maintained that ‘no overall 

detriment’ was untenable, and appeared still not to 

understand what the idea intended. In response, branch 

officers expressed their members’ anger and disappointment. They welcomed pay increases 

for lower-paid staff, but rejected pay cuts for long-serving teachers as unjust, and argued that 

non-contractual workload guidelines wouldn't protect teachers when workloads were already 

excessive. Management’s insistence that no policies or procedures would be written into 

contract was seen as simply bad industrial relations.  

Unsurprisingly, sick pay emerged as a key issue. Despite 

requests, management had still not presented union 

representatives with data to support their claim that 

current sick pay arrangements were unaffordable. That 

the college wasn't a healthy place to work wouldn't be 

improved by contracts that would make people ill. 

Negotiators wondered whether attacking sick pay was 

not really about affordability at all but was rather 

intended as a display of managerial virility. Branch 

officers wrote to the branch that they were struggling to understand the benefit to the college 

of attacking long-term sick entitlement, and that for colleagues coping with serious, possibly 

life-changing conditions, the proposals were simply ‘unjust and unkind’.  

Following the next negotiating meeting, officers again reported to the branch on April 23rd. 

Despite some further minor concessions, progress was 

much too slow. At the same time, 590 individuals had 

submitted appeals on pay and grading, about half from 

lecturers. This number of appeals was unprecedented, 

and the branch agreed that only by declaring a dispute 

would things really get moving. The following day, 

Regional Office wrote to inform the CEO of that decision. 

With the dispute declared, an emergency branch meeting 

was called for the 8th May. It was a key moment in the 

dispute; UCU Head Office had clearly recognised the 

significance of what was happening in Nottingham, and 

its national Head of FE, Andrew Harden, attended his first 

‘There was a chronic 

lack of trust in the 

management; no one 

believed a word that 

came out of them.’ 



branch meeting. Officers reminded the branch of 

its demand for ‘no overall detriment’ and outlined 

the further concessions management had been 

willing to make since the last time the branch met. 

These included four rather three weeks 

continuous summer break, improvements in 

sickness pay but still less than the current 

entitlement, and a four rather than three-point 

pay scale on the teachers’ pay band. Negotiators 

estimated that 366 staff would gain from the 

revised pay arrangements. It was important to 

protect these gains, they said, but 107 would still 

lose out, in some cases significantly. Management 

were adamant that the contract and pay scheme 

would be in place by August 1st, ready for the next academic year. As before, negotiators 

needed to know what the branch were prepared to do and what mandate they would give 

their negotiating team. In the discussion, members talked about the unfairness of job 

evaluation, and their anger over the planned cuts in holiday and sick pay. This was a contract, 

one member commented, ‘designed to make people ill.’ The overwhelming concern, however, 

was management’s decision to impose the contract 

and pay scheme if they weren't agreed, so by-passing 

the union and putting pressure on individuals to sign 

under threat of dismissal. Many had indeed already 

signed; more would surely follow.  

Advising members not to sign might split the branch, 

scattering disillusioned signers and leaving a hard core 

of refusers for management to pick off. Negotiators 

were clear: it didn’t matter whether individuals signed 

or not, a new contract had to be collectively agreed. 

Members should hold off as long as they could but 

there was no shame in signing. Without a collective 

agreement the dispute would continue. And it wasn’t 

only the contract.  

'No one should lose out’ and ‘no one should be left 

behind’ were basic union principles, Harden appealed 

to the meeting. The branch should welcome pay rises 

for the many, but cuts for the 20% were unacceptable. 

In the face of management aggression, resolve was 

hardening; the branch agreed - no one would be left 

behind. Reaffirming its demand for ‘no overall 

detriment’, the meeting instructed its officers to ask 

the national union to authorise a ballot for strike 

action.  

In the discussion that followed, a work to rule, a strike 

during the September enrolment and other proposals 

were made. Most agreed, however, that strike action 

‘The action wasn’t just what 

you saw on the picket lines 

or big meetings. When we 

were back at work in 

between strike days, we 

had regular lunchtime 

meetings outside our 

campus. There were union 

bulletins going out all the 

time keeping us up to date 

with the latest 

developments. We wore 

pink armbands (pink being 

one of the colours in the 

UCU logo) and pink 

clothing at work and lots of 

members wore UCU 

badges; there was a 

definite sense of heightened 

awareness of what was 

going on.’ 



before the summer break would more likely bring results. A boycott of the college-wide CPD 

day on July 1st was therefore proposed as a shot across management’s bows. This wouldn't 

affect the students, and it would allow management time to rethink the stance it was taking 

well before the start of the new academic year. In the meantime, everyone in the meeting 

must campaign for a ‘Yes’ in the ballot. 

The following Monday, management responded to the strike threat with a letter to Regional 

Office. Accusing UCU of having no genuine desire to negotiate and questioning their ability to 

do so, management argued that union intransigence was risking the college’s survival. This 

attempt at moral blackmail was a predictable response. Management would now go ahead 

and seek agreement directly with individual staff and so by-pass the union. 

Activists set about organising a ‘Get the Vote Out’ 

campaign to start as soon as the contracts were issued. 

Departmental membership lists were distributed, 

emails drafted, phone calls made, texts sent, messages 

posted. Reps would need to know exactly how many 

had voted, and who needed reminding. A phone bank 

over the weekend of May 30th/ 31st included retired 

members. There was expectation that the turnout 

would be high.  

In the meantime, the union would seek support from 

sympathetic local councillors and MPs, who, after the 

Basford Hall nursery episode, had little faith in the 

Laarschot regime. Student reps were invited to meet 

branch officers, whilst long-standing links with trade 

union and Labour Party branches were activated. The 

dispute would see many invites to meetings and 

resolutions of support. Plans were made to contact the 

media and write to the corporation. Lunchtime protests 

outside each of the college sites were organised to keep 

momentum, and an action committee, the DOG or 

Dispute Organising Group, was set up to coordinate the 

campaign, and to ensure a big turnout in the ballot.  

The ballot took place in early June 

and turnout was high. Although a 

ballot-paper design flaw cut the 

actual turnout of 72.2% to a 

verifiable (but still creditable) 58.8%, 

96.3% voted Yes to strike action.  

The ballot result was formally 

announced to a packed meeting in 

the Maid Marian Way campus 

canteen on the June 20th. Regional officials, Sue Davis and Julie Cooper, were again joined by 

Andrew Harden, but this time the meeting was emboldened by the attendance of the newly-

elected UCU General Secretary, Jo Grady who promised national union support including 

strike pay should action need to continue after the strike on July 1st. 

‘UCU’s decision to back 

us financially was an 

absolute game-changer. 

Sustained action became 

possible. Suddenly we 

could afford to fight 

long and hard. We were 

blessed with 

inspirational colleagues 

and friends who worked 

tirelessly to build belief 

and instil hope. Every 

Union rep dedicated 

their lives to this cause. 

It was infectious.’ 

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=2173991262677913&set=gm.2142123095885765&type=3


With the ballot out of the way, the path into strike action was now clear. Communication was 

a priority. Social media, including Twitter, pushed the strike message out to the public. 

WhatsApp and Facebook buzzed and, borrowing the example of the UCU strike at Manchester 

Met, Robbin Fairbear was adopted as the mascot for the dispute. 

The accumulation of a merger staff hadn’t asked for, redundancy and reorganisation, and 

aggressively masculine management had produced a real clarity of purpose. If the intention 

had been to drive through Laarschot’s FE revolution, the result was an angry denunciation of 

the new college regime.  The issues were clear and the choice was straightforward: capitulate 

or fight. And why be in a union if you don’t take a stand? 

All was ready for July 1st and the FESTIVAL OF YEARNING.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  



REVOLT 

With 15 more strike days planned after summer, Day 1 

had to be an impressive demonstration of solidarity 

and determination.  Members, some with appeals still 

ongoing, needed to end the academic year with 

solidarity ringing in their ears; management and the 

board needed a message clear enough for them to 

consider meaningful negotiations over the summer. 

The plan was to start the action on the day of the 

college’s ‘Festival of Learning’. All events that day 

would be at one site, so organisers could focus on just 

one picket line. With the small park outside the main 

Clarendon site entrance booked with the council, the 

stage was set for a big splash. The ‘Festival of Yearning’ 

was more than an ironic play on management's 'Festival 

of Learning'; there was genuine yearning for a different college regime. The ‘Festival of 

Yearning’ was also a genuine headache for management given their plans and bookings for 

the day. Rather than the usual static ranks of stern-looking pickets, strikers were treated to 

music, poetry and even a bake-off on a lovely summer morning. One highlight was the 

presentation of a trophy to the absent college management for ‘Worst Industrial Relations’.  

Yet despite the turnout of over 100 members and 

supporters (retired members, local councillors, fellow 

trade unionists, students - and a few supportive non-

union members), activists knew that there was still some 

apprehension within the branch. This was new territory 

for most. Sustaining a further 15 days of action in the 

new academic year was a daunting prospect. There were 

no signs of management even considering meaningful 

talks. Organisers worried that the summer period might 

see members’ resistance waning. Management planned 

to sit it out until September and wait for exactly that. 

There was little communication between the two 

sides following the July strike. By now, most branch 

members had reluctantly signed the new contract; a 

few were awaiting potential sacking. The DOG 

therefore decided to take the argument directly to 

the college board at a lobby of its meeting on July 

22nd. Named board members were presented with 

individual testimonies that described how staff felt 

under the merged regime and how the imposed 

contract had been signed under duress. These 

testimonies brought no formal response. Meanwhile, 

there was casework support for members still 

fighting dismissal and a stream of upbeat postings on 

the branch social media threads. Robbin Fairbear, 

the dispute mascot, helped to maintain a sense of 

‘Big thanks, big love and 

big soft bear-hugs to our 

DOG committee for their 

unstinting creativity, for 

coming up again and 

again with imaginative 

ways of nurturing our 

‘joyful militancy.’ 



collective momentum as pictures appeared in Facebook and Twitter throughout the summer 

– meeting fellow unionists in Australia, standing by Karl Marx’s statue in Germany, taking a 

day off from campaigning in France. 

As September approached, the DOG began to organise in earnest. A big challenge would be 

covering 10 sites across a large city whilst reaffirming a strong collective identity.  One way 

was the closed Facebook group that connected a large proportion of the membership; the 

second were the Points of Contact - the POC’s - union contacts sited in every department of 

the college. With WhatsApp, Facebook and e-mail, the DOG and the POCs, basic organisation 

was now well-established. 

Wednesday 11th September kicked off the 

second phase with enthusiastic pickets 

musically enhanced by a  strike playlist and 

culminating in a rally at the Brian Clough 

statue (Nottingham’s own Speakers Corner) 

where, after short speeches from branch 

activists, local councillors and trade unionists 

pledged their support. 

Wednesday was a success, but the next two days’ strike action 

– on the Thursday and Friday of the following week – would be 

more of a challenge. They would lead straight into three days 

action the week after. Careful planning was vital. The DOG 

organised a schedule of themed activities in advance and 

produced a set of strike cards to handout to students. Making 

striking fun would help maintain morale and reassure 

members who might feel anxious. The themes encouraged 

members to really feel involved on the picket lines - penning 

lyrics, making face masks, writing placards or whatever.   

A further challenge was that this next phase of the strike was 

eight days away. Members faced going back into work and 

teaching their new groups. However, with 150 claims for strike 

pay submitted, branch membership increasing, and students expressing support, the DOG was 

hopeful that enthusiasm would be sustained. Setting up a fighting fund that was rapidly taking 

in donations certainly provided an additional boost.  

In the meantime, the DOG encouraged members to 

create their own messages on placards on the theme 

‘I am on strike because…’ to post on Facebook and 

Twitter. These statements, which became potent 

picket-line staples over the next few weeks, 

reaffirmed solidarity and that strike action was 

legitimate. 

As had been hoped, the period between the first and 

second days of strike action would allow space for 

conversations with management. These began to 

tease out the possibility of management making 

further concessions. Workload was a central issue. 

Watch the strike video 1 
https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=bm4EOVLj7fc&t

=6s   
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There were indications that 

management might be willing to 

make some movement over the 

workload agreement. There were 

also signs of a possible compromise 

on sick pay.  Another boost for the 

union was that management 

seemed to be accepting UCU’s 

argument that the attempt to 

introduce a common contract and 

pay scale that applied to all staff 

ignored the particular nature of the 

teaching job. Perhaps, the process 

was eased by the fact that 

management's HR lead - their negotiating face - had jumped ship during the summer and gone 

elsewhere. Experience matters in industrial relations; her replacement had plenty. On 

Monday 16th September, the branch secretary and chair were able to tell the branch that after 

just one day of the second phase of strikes, the action was having an effect. Members could 

enter the second week with confidence, albeit frustrated by the lack of clear commitment 

from management. A settlement still seemed a way off. 

Thursday 19th was therefore a great day for a sing-song.  Again, picket lines were well attended, 

and Nottingham College was treated to impromptu karaoke from the strike playlist.  Members 

had fun adapting song lyrics to create their own powerful messages and Public Nuisance, the 

in-house strike band, was born. Passing groups of pickets having a knees-up must have been 

a dispiriting sight for non-strikers and management alike as they walked into a college now 

facing severe disruption.  

Friday 20th was Earth Strike day, a global environmental protest organised by school students 

and the climate-change campaign network, Extinction Rebellion. The DOG recognised that this 

would be an excellent focus for bringing strikers together after the morning pickets and into 

contact with a large, sympathetic audience. In the event, a several hundred school and college 

students and climate activists gathered for a spirited lunchtime event in the Market Square, 

and UCU were invited to speak from the platform. Later, strikers gathered In the Angel - a city 

pub - for a pint and a debrief. The celebratory mood was very different from the downbeat 

temper they knew in the college. The negotiators huddled like a bunch of Dickensian 

conspirators around a table in the corridor, strikers in the bars enjoyed the flow of liquid 

solidarity. Members could go into the weekend in good spirits. Meanwhile, management 

announced that, from the following week onwards, staff crossing the picket line would be 

rewarded with free parking, tea and biscuits!   

Desperate? Maybe. But what a gift this would be. Over the weekend, the DOG declared its 

own ‘Mad Hatter's Tea Party’ at the iconic Robin Hood statue, conveniently sited behind the 

college’s Maid Marian Way site.  

 So, on Monday 23rd many members turned up in fancy dress with tea, coffee and biscuits for 

a post-picket lunchtime gathering. With gorgeous weather on the strikers’ side, this not only 

provided great copy for the local mediaxvii, but also brought the outlying picket lines together 

to celebrate what they had achieved so far.  Despite consternation about the lack of progress 

in negotiation, the tea party was a great morale-booster. Members were frustrated by the 



stand-off attitude of management. Management had had 

eight weeks over the summer and 8 days between strike 

days two and three, but there was little evidence that 

they were listening.  It was apt therefore that on Tuesday 

24th pickets stood in powerful silence wearing zipped 

face masks - pointed images for the press and social 

media.  Strikers had a further boost when the TES 

reported that a student-initiated petition supporting 

them already had 1300 signatures.xviii  

In contrast, Wednesday 25th was ‘Make a Noise for FE 

Day’. Members arrived at picket lines with whistles, pots, 

pans and buckets, as well as more conventional 

instruments. Again, the idea was for pickets to converge, 

this time for a 

march around the city centre sites, culminating in a 

rally outside Maid Marian Way and a ‘bangathon’ at 

the Brian Clough statue near the Market Square. 

Noise reverberated around the square for an hour 

before some rousing speeches capped off a day of 

joyous resistance. Perhaps it was the pleasure of 

collective merrymaking, but there was a palpable lift in the defiance and togetherness that 

day. The question was ‘Are you listening Mr Laarschot?’, but all he could offer the local media 

the following day was that he was unhappy with the situation. Staff had a right to air their 

views, but he was ‘perplexed that this action is occurring when the vast majority of staff have 

signed the contracts. It seems peculiar’. xix  More peculiar was management’s inability to 

understand a collective response to an unfair and imposed contract.   

That same day, 

Laarschot wrote 

to all teaching 

staff with details 

of concessions 

in another ‘final’ 

offer. Clearly 

rattled, management was now prepared to offer two 

years’ pay protection at 50% of any salary loss over 

£1000.  During this period, they would work with UCU on 

a new pay framework, there would also be no loss of 

holidays, and two additional self-directed staff 

development days. Sick pay arrangements would be 

protected for existing staff, though not for new 

starters. There were further vague promises on workload.  

Members had the weekend to ponder this latest ‘final’ offer, and a branch meeting was 

organised for the following Wednesday 2nd October. Before then there were two more days 

of action – a vibrant ‘Bring a Bear’ day on Monday 30th and a picket-line swap on Tuesday 

1st.  The ‘Bear’ theme was popular. Picket lines were swelled in number by assorted cuddlies 

sporting defiant messages. One member enthused on Facebook: ‘Never has there been a day 

when I have made so many friends on the picket line! So many bears in support; the world is a 

Watch the strike video 3 
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warm and fluffy place.’  As before, a rally was 

planned for the end of the morning’s pickets, 

this time a rousing display outside the Adams 

Building followed by a symbolic gathering at 

the site of the new college ‘Hub’. An extra 

boost was provided by a visit from Brian 

Hamilton, UCU's NEC rep for Prison Education, 

who reminded the strikers that the dispute 

was of national importance. Brian was one of 

a number of UCU and other trade union 

activists who came to support the picket line; 

then-UCU President, Doug Chalmers toured the picket lines twice; Nottingham trade unionists, 

a number of councillors and Labour MPs came to show their support. The picket-line swaps 

(or ‘swickets’) were equally successful, with members enthusiastically joining picket lines away 

from their normal place of work to mix with colleagues they might never have met before. 

Solidarity was reaffirmed at a point in the 

dispute when some were beginning to worry 

that a settlement still seemed far away. 

Meanwhile, feverish discussions between 

UCU’s negotiators and management on their 

offer continued in the background. Further 

concessions persuaded the negotiators that a 

deal might now be possible. Management had 

indeed been forced to move a fair distance. 

Mindful of the potential for strike fatigue, 

negotiators agreed to recommend suspending 

the action to create an atmosphere conducive to 

further discussion. Despite the inclinations of the 

negotiators, the chair skilfully encouraged a genuine 

debate with strong arguments for and against 

suspension. Several argued that suspending the strike 

would show good will and that the branch could 

resume action if no progress was made. However, 

many were sceptical about an offer containing ‘woolly 

promises to ‘look at this’' and ‘consider that’. 

Suspending the action would lose momentum. Trust 

had now reached such a low point that members 

demanded firm, written and signed commitments, not 

promises. They weren't convinced by the other 

‘concessions’ either. Two years’ pay protection would 

leave the worst aspects of the proposed contract in 

place; many would still lose pay. Halving sick-pay 

entitlement for new starters would create a two-tier 

contract. Longer-term detriment would still be 

considerable. In the end, the meeting voted 

overwhelmingly against the recommendations of its 

negotiators to reject the offer and continue the action.  

‘I was one of those who 

visited UCU branches in 

London to help drum up 

support; we got a fantastic 

reception and realised that 

what we were doing would 

have repercussions around 

the FE sector. At one 

London college, a UCU rep 

told us that their 

management were freaking 

out at our presence as it 

was spreading dissent and 

inspiring their own staff to 

fight back.’ 



This moment was pivotal for the branch, and for its leadership and officials. Voting against the 

negotiators' recommendations undoubtedly expressed the depth of feeling of a critical mass 

of the membership. The vote was unexpected, but the members at the meeting were 

determined to finish the job. And although thrilled at this turn of events, negotiators still had 

some anxiety.  A small minority had favoured a suspension of action, students’ learning was 

now in its third week of disruption, a further seven days of action was planned. This could still 

be a breaking point. The test would be the turn-out on the picket lines the following day. The 

chair stood up: ‘You voted to continue the strike’ she said, ‘I want to see you all on the picket 

line tomorrow – no shirking, this is down to everyone.’   

There was some relief, 

therefore, when members 

did indeed return to the 

picket lines the following 

day, October 3rd. The mood 

was buoyant as picket-line 

creativity turned towards 

that day’s theme of a 

Masquerade Ball. Images 

of pickets in colourful 

masks were posted on 

Facebook. The collective 

buzz had held together. Perhaps more importantly, photographs of students supporting their 

teachers on picket lines were being shared on social media. Week 4 concluded with picket line 

poetry to celebrate World Poetry Day. On the same day, the UCU NEC stood to applaud a 

report about the strike and the East Midlands UCU Regional Council made a sizeable donation 

to branch hardship funds. 

And yet, the DOG understood: morale couldn't be taken for granted. With five strike days 

scheduled the following week, another big push was needed. A deal seemed in sight amidst 

signs of management division, but the DOG wanted a serious show of strength with mass 

pickets at the five main sites. A branch meeting was pencilled in for the following Wednesday 

in the hope of a deal, or to plan, if necessary, the next phase of action. 

Week 5 kicked off with 150 strikers and 

supporters - give or take - gathering at the 

Highfields site, where the executive 

managers were based. After a lively 

roadside picket-line stretching along 

University Boulevard, the line snaked its 

way onto the site itself. UCU General 

Secretary, Jo Grady, making another 

timely visit, reminded the picketers that 

they were on the front line of the fight for FE and had the full backing of the 

union. Management had conceded on most 

issues. All that was needed was a formal offer 

the branch could trust and sign up to. That day, 

Central TV broadcast a powerful interview with 

an Art and Design student and her father. It left 

Watch the strike video 4 
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viewers in no doubt who was to blame for the disruption of her studies. The propaganda battle 

in the city was solidly in favour of UCU. 

On the picket line at the High Pavement site the 

next day (October 8th), talk was of an outline 

agreement hatched after a flurry of telephone 

calls between Harden and the CEO.  With 

management backtracking, there was real 

expectation that the end was in sight. Surely, 

with only one week before half-term and 

students’ courses at risk of becoming untenable, 

management couldn't allow the dispute to go on 

unresolved. The DOG had adopted Health and 

Safety as the theme for the day. A lunchtime 

meeting had been arranged at the nearby 

Friends Meeting House to hear from UCU 

National Health and Safety Officer, Adam 

Lincoln, about the union’s new workload and 

stress organising strategy. However, before 

Adam could say his piece, it was an apoplectic 

Andrew Harden who reported back to the forty members present that - at the last minute - 

management had reneged on the deal members had been talking about. A meeting that 

started with high hopes turned to shock and then to anger. The meeting scheduled for the 

next day would be brought forward to that afternoon. It was a big ask, but forty members 

pledged to contact at least 10 others to urge them to get there. 

Just four hours later, 130 members packed into the Friends Meeting House. Union officers 

delivered an incredulous report on management’s antics. It was encouraging that 

management had indicated verbally that they were willing to accept a no-detriment 

settlement that Harden indicated could end the dispute there and then. If management’s last-

minute volte face wasn't exactly unexpected, it certainly provoked an angry discussion. No 

one in the meeting had any trust in management, but these latest antics showed that they 

had lost the plot and were now hopelessly split. Their behaviour was a measure of their 

desperation. The strike had bitten hard, half-term was 

approaching, a whole cohort of students was being 

affected. Could the college really allow the situation to 

continue after half-term?   

And then, when one member rose to his feet and 

proclaimed that: ‘They have already lost - they just 

don’t realise it yet!', the meeting erupted into cheering 

and applause. With this defiance, the tactic was decided: 

the meeting voted to accept the agreement that 

management had just reneged on. It met the demand of 

‘no overall detriment’ and contained protections against 

harassment on return to work. Management had 

nowhere to go. They had made an offer; the union had 

accepted it.  If they continued to back away from an offer 

they themselves had put to the union, they would lose 

whatever fragments of moral authority they had kept in reserve. 

‘So many people outside 

of the college have told 

me how invested they 

were in our fight; how 

closely they followed it; 

and how much faith and 

hope it has given them 

that we can resist 

exploitation and demand 

better.’  

 



Exasperated, the branch finally stated what 

most had been thinking for a very long time: 

they had no confidence in either John van de 

Laarschot or the board that backed him. The 

motion of ‘no confidence’ - passed without 

dissent - condemned the ‘continued 

mismanagement of the college’ and the 

‘extreme harm and distress’ to students and 

staff. In addition, the branch voted all but 

unanimously to extend the strike by a further 14 

days after half-term to force management finally to end the dispute.  A day that had promised 

so much delivered so much more. Given managements’ reneging, agreeing to continuing the 

strike could have been a difficult choice. By a large majority, the branch agreed - it had no 

option but to carry on. 

The ‘no confidence’ vote hit the local Nottingham Post the following day. Its report quoted 

Harden’s summation of the situation:  

‘This unanimous motion of no confidence shows the strength of feeling 

amongst our members that the management’s position is becoming 

increasing untenable. Industrial action is always a last resort for members but 

the college’s refusal to negotiate in good faith has left staff with no 

alternative but to announce further action. The ball now firmly in the college’s 

court. They know what is required to resolve the dispute and there is no good 

reason for the college not to reach an agreement and let staff get back to 

work.’xx 

The next day, October 9th, the branch announced that their petition had reached 4,000 

signatures. The day’s picket at Maid Marian Way was followed by an exuberant singalong and 

rally at the Brian Clough statue, addressed by the President of UCU at the University of 

Nottingham, themselves facing the possibility 

of further strike action over pensions, pay 

and conditions. 

As October 10th was World Mental Health 

Day, the DOG encouraged members to turn 

up wearing yellow, the symbolic colour for 

the day. The theme was well-chosen and 

encouraged members to think back on the 

stress and workload issues - as well as 

management's disregard - that lay at the 

heart of their dispute. The entrance to the 

Clarendon site was bright and noisy.  Its 

location on a main road into the city lent 

itself to some very enthusiastic horn-honking 

from passing motorists.  Nottingham’s 

Clarion Choir turned up to sing a medley of 

socialist songs.  The DOG also announced that 

a Crowdfunder appeal had now been set up. It would raise over £3,000 over the next three 

weeks. That evening, Nottingham Trades Council invited speakers from the branch to a staging 



of the classic socialist play ‘The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists’ and agreed to donate half 

of its entrance receipts along with a generous collection to the strike fund.  

October 11th was the final day of the second phase of the action covered by the formal strike 

notice. On this occasion, the mass picket was at the Basford Hall site. Situated on a main 

arterial road from the M1 into Nottingham, it offered a further opportunity for an eye-catching 

roadside display. There was a party mood. After sixteen days, the strike was now ‘coming of 

age’. Members had every justification to feel proud of their achievement. And yet there was 

some sadness that they might lose some of the joy and camaraderie they had built over the 

weeks of the strike. They had won the propaganda battle; they had gained the support of 

students, local councillors and MPs; and the strike had become a cause celebre in the trade 

union movement. There was little public criticism of the strikers and the local media seemed 

unusually supportive. The start of the morning was upbeat as expected, with a picket-line 

version of The Proclaimers’ ‘500 Miles’ (‘We will strike 500 times, and we will strike 500 

more …’). It ended with a picket-line Mannequin 

Challenge; pickets froze like statues evocative of 

Anthony Gormley’s cast-Iron figures holding back 

the Bootle tide. The video footage, set to a plaintive 

picket-line adaptation of the Dandy Livingstone 

rocksteady classic ‘A Message to You, Johnny’ 

became emotionally iconic. To top off the day, the 

event was reported that tea-time on Central TV.  

Members now faced the prospect of a week back in the classroom followed by a half-term 

break but with talks taking place in the background there was still hope of a settlement. 

However, some momentum was maintained by a well-timed social evening on the following 

Monday, whilst embers amused themselves with a subversive form of ‘earworming’ - 

humming the strike anthem ‘A Message to You, Johnny’ - as they walked along the corridors 

or entered their staffrooms. The Facebook group simmered with insurgent messages, as well 

as hosting regular updates from branch officials. 

Meanwhile, local councillors, including some frequent 

picket-line attenders, had finally decided that enough 

was enough. There was considerable unease that a 

city with some of the highest deprivation rates in the 

country was being under-served by the regime at the 

city’s sole FE college. Aside from wanting high-quality 

post-16 education and training for local residents, the 

council had committed a £20 million loan for the 

development of the new Skills Hub, a project they 

were highly in favour of as it would pull extra 

resources into the city.  The closure of the Basford Hall 

nursery the previous year had caused understandable 

dismay among councillors and MPs. The failure of any 

local accountability was now being brought into even 

sharper focus. On 18th October, the college received a 

forceful rebuke in the form of an open letter signed by 

32 of Nottingham’s 52 Labour councillors. Interviewed 

on local television, Councillor Steve Battlemuch called 

on Laarschot to ‘consider his position’, whilst the 

Watch the strike 
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‘We learned a lot during the 

dispute. The larger pickets 

showed more strength and 

visibility; we needed to get 

this out to the individual 

sites’ as day to day many 

staff only saw the few 

people on their own picket 

line. Perhaps in future, 

videos can be taken and e-

mailed to all members to 

circulate and spread the 

news.’ 
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Nottingham Post headlines screamed ‘Crisis 

College’. Councillors described their letter as a ’last 

ditch attempt’ to hold the college to account. In it, 

they described the ‘tensions around workload, pay 

cuts and … (the) staggering lack of trust by staff of all 

kinds in the college leadership - including its board.’ 

The letter expressed concern about the ‘deleterious 

impact on the functioning of the college’ this lack of 

trust would result in, and incredulity ‘that the board 

(had) allowed a situation to develop where teaching 

staff are considering four further weeks of industrial 

action.’ The college, it concluded, had ‘failed to 

exercise the accountable stewardship it owes to the 

city’.xxi 

With their ‘strategy’ in tatters and without any 

obvious allies, management announced that they 

were wanted to employ the services of ACAS to see if they could salvage a resolution more to 

their liking. This might have been tricky for UCU but negotiators agreed to enter the talks only 

after reassuring the branch that there would be no backing down on the core issues of no loss 

of pay, ‘no overall detriment’ to conditions, or the adoption of a workload agreement based 

on the NCN model. Ironically, the first meeting took place on October 21st, the same day that 

one UCU member, 

having finally 

exhausted the 

process of appealing 

her dismissal, 

announced on 

Facebook that she 

had been sacked for 

refusing to sign the 

imposed contract 

that management 

were now about to 

abandon. The talks 

quickly floundered. 

When ACAS reported 

to union representatives that the college would accept the NCN workload agreement, things 

momentarily looked up - except that, in a move derided as ‘bizarre’ by incredulous union 

officials, this would apply to former NCN staff only!  

It was therefore a very frustrated - but once again packed - branch meeting on Thursday 24th 

October. Management had thrown away another opportunity to end the dispute. With half-

term fast approaching, management and the board were putting the college and its students 

at great vulnerability. But with strike pay secured, a successful Crowdfunder appeal, union 

branch donations coming in, and the public condemnation of the college by local councillors, 

members weren't backing down now. With the hope and expectation that talks would 

continue in the background, but still with some concern that half-term could see momentum 

stall, the branch agreed to meet again on Monday November 4th after the break.  Branch 



members continued to insist that any deal should be 

personally signed by both Laarschot and the Chair of 

the Corporation, Carol Thorogood, such was the lack 

of trust. 

News that management had finally backed down on 

all the substantive points of the dispute was greeted 

with relief rather than elation. With a commitment 

secured to use the NCN workload agreement pending 

the negotiation of a new Nottingham College 

agreement and with pay protection secured for all 

those represented by UCU, the branch voted heavily 

to suspend the action and to proceed to a formal e-

ballot. The branch had won! But the sobriety with 

which the vote was greeted betrayed a darker mood. 

Members knew that although this was a victory, they 

would be returning to work on their former terms and 

conditions which were - as they were in the rest of the 

sector - very poor. The 'no confidence' vote still stood, but Laarschot and the board were still 

in post. FE remained in crisis. The symptoms that had produced the dispute were the result of 

a much deeper systemic malaise in the sector. Huge sums of public money were still being 

wasted in a haphazard, market-driven, managerialized system. 

The dispute formally ended on November 15th. The e-ballot delivered a 9:1 majority, 8 months 

after the dispute was declared, 5 months on since The Festival of Yearning. 

 

  

‘Towards the end of the 

strike, we had a workplace 

meeting. No one was 

certain that management 

would settle ... There was a 

mixture of elation that we’d 

built this strike so well, 

frustration that 

management seemed so 

hostile and intransigent, 

and determination to push 

on and get a result.’  

 



BY WAY OF CONCLUSION 

It Is a scandal that an 

obscenely-paid management 

could have considered their 

industrial relations approach 

reasonable or rational, and 

that it took them so long to 

work out that staff weren't backing down. In the process, 

management endangered the education of thousands of 

students. The Nottingham College strike was the outgrowth 

of years of underfunding, engineered competition and 

unstable sector policy, as well as a corrosive managerialism 

that rubbished educational values and teacher 

professionalism. The lack of genuine local accountability by college boards contributed to a 

context in which the wrong person could be appointed by the wrong people at a time when a 

serious understanding of the sector and a capacity to communicate, nurture and negotiate 

should have been qualities essential to any aspiring college leader. It remains a scandal that 

further education is still trapped within a system of control and governance that makes 

disputes like that at Nottingham College inevitable.  

For some members, the strike holds lessons in 

solidarity, that collective action works. Others 

learned that strikes don't have to be scary or 

sombre but can be fun and empowering – irony, 

humour, music and laughter are all powerful 

mobilising resources. There were lessons too 

about organisation and the need to create 

strong networks of reps and activists across 

college sites and curriculum teams, and of 

neither taking members’ support for granted 

nor underestimating how branches can 

rediscover their activism after years of limited 

engagement. There were lessons also about 

building alliances, creating narratives, and 

winning the public argument – and about 

putting the question: whose colleges are these? 

It’s ironic that, as one of the organisers of the 

strike reflected afterwards: ‘Had management 

tried to negotiate and appear more consensual, they’d have got some of what they wanted. 

We often made the point that we'd negotiated a new contract after every previous merger, so 

what was different now? But of course, every previous contract had been worse than the one 

we'd negotiated before. Governments had torn the heart out of the sector. The union had long 

been on the defensive and there was usually little expectation that members were up for 

serious action. The new regime changed all that. The new management rubbished everything 

we still thought worth defending and when they refused to negotiate, they gave us the choice 

of either capitulate or fight back. We didn’t get a super-majority and not all areas were strong, 

but we did get a critical mass of members absolutely committed to winning the dispute. You 

‘Lots of 

memories, 

empowering 

times!’ 



can’t magic militancy but it was only when the branch meeting rejected the negotiators' 

recommendation to suspend action that we really understood the depth of commitment that 

had developed. The dispute was transformative for the branch but also for experienced 

activists who had some unlearning to do.’  

For the branch, the fight goes on. Winning the dispute only reset the clock. Although activists 

reported changes in management mood music, the issues of workloads, fair pay and 

accountability haven't gone away. Management may still want cut-price conditions, and as we 

complete this pamphlet, we know that covid has hugely exacerbated the problems the dispute 

was a response to.  

At the same time, strike action has equipped the branch with the experience of activism and 

joyful militancy, and a solid organisation to face these challenges. Retired members guarantee 

their continuing support and solidarity. 

 

 



NOTES 

 
i The term ‘joyful militancy’ was often used about the picket line. It was borrowed from Carla Bergman and Nick 

Montgomery’s (2017) Joyful Militancy: Building Thriving Resistance in Toxic Times Edinburgh AK Press 
ii We would include here: the FE Reimagined Conferences at Birmingham City University (see: 

https://reimaginefe.wordpress.com/), UCU’s Transforming Lives project (see 

https://transforminglives.web.ucu.org.uk/) and Reconstructing Further and Adult Education After Covid available 

online at https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10982/Reconstructing-further-and-adult-

education/pdf/ucu_reconstructing-fe.pdf 
iii Nick Lewis (1994) Re-engineering a college culture in Gorringe, R. and Toogood, P. (Editors) Changing the 

culture of a college Bristol Staff College p. 253-264 
iv ESFA figures reported in Nottingham Post: https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/nottingham-news/two-

nottinghamshire-college-bosses-were-2738327 
v FE Week 1.10.18: https://feweek.co.uk/2018/10/01/dame-asha-quits-west-notts-college-amid-financial-crisis/ 
vi FE Week 12.3.12: https://feweek.co.uk/2012/03/12/gazelle-group-launches-report-on-entrepreneurship-in-fe/ 
vii FE Week, 25.5.16: https://feweek.co.uk/2016/05/25/exclusive-college-considers-union-call-for-principal-pay-

cut-as-job-losses-planned/ accessed 31.10.20 
viii TES Online, 21.4.17: https://www.tes.com/news/revealed-best-paid-college-leaders-england 
ix The FE Review was a rationalisation exercise that started in 2015 and was designed to reduce the number FE 

institutions to produce larger, more cost-efficient institutions. The Nottingham merger was widely seen as trial-run 

for the merger programme. See: BIS (2015) Reviewing post-16 Education and Training Institutions available 

online https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-education-and-training-institutions-review 
x NCN / Central College Nottingham (2016) Delivering Excellence in Further Education in Nottingham: Version 2 
xi FE Week date 10/6/17: https://feweek.co.uk/2017/06/10/nottingham-college-mega-merger-goes-through-10-

months-late/ 
xii Nottingham Post 28.7.17: https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/local-news/students-need-tough-love-says-

248684 
xiii FE Week 17.7.2017: https://feweek.co.uk/2017/07/17/huge-college-restructure-places-nearly-400-staff-roles-in-

doubt/ 
xiv FE Week 17.7.2017 (as above) 
xv Nottingham Post 19.6.2018: https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/local-news/closure-nursery-nottingham-

college-basford-1691217  
xvi TES Online 17.9.20: https://www.tes.com/news/college-leader-pay-decrease-colleges-paying-over-ps200k 

 
xvii Nottingham Post 23.9.19: https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/nottingham-news/nottingham-college-

offering-tea-coffee-3351714   
xviii TES Online 24.9.19: https://www.tes.com/news/nottingham-college-strikes-petition-gains-support       
xix Nottingham Post 26.9.19: https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/nottingham-news/nottingham-college-ceo-

urges-staff-3364007  
xx Nottingham Post 9.10.19: https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/nottingham-news/nottingham-college-staff-

deliver-vote-3408734  
xxi Nottingham Post 18.10.20: https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/nottingham-news/33-councillors-write-open-

letter-3442515 For full text and list of signatories, see: https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/10369/Local-politicians-

slam-Nottingham-Colleges-handling-of-lecturers-strikes Interview with Cllr. Steve Battlemuch – BBC East 

Midlands Today see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m6SmDT2ZxzY   
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