Governance &
Democracy
TL;DR version

Introduction

“...to begin always anew, to
make, to reconstruct, and to
not spoil, to refuse to
bureaucratize the mind, to
understand and to live life as a
process—live to become…”
Paulo Freire

While thinking of ways in which we could open up the SU to more
students I turned to bell hooks’ Teaching to Transgress. Her words
around education and the practice of freedom served as a lighthouse
that guided this project and provided the language to articulate what
has been a common goal of ours: to move beyond the boundaries of
the university, to transgress academia and fill it with joy. We needed
the key to this liminal territory, a radical space that we can enter with
an openness of mind and heart so we can continue not only imagining
but building the world we would like to see within our lifetimes. And as
it turns out the key was always there, staring at us in the face.
I kept asking myself, what is a Students’ Union? What is its purpose?
What are we here for? To this day I still have no single answer to any
of these questions, but something that became clearer as time went
by is that SUs – with its current limitations and the growing
marketisation of Higher Education that has suffocated student
movements – remain a space of possibility.
So here we are continuing the work of those before us and giving
strength to our structures so that we can keep on creating a better
university. This governance and democracy review started as a
project to open up our Union while resisting the trend of toxic
professionalism that plagues Students' Union across the UK. We are
now happy to say that after a long research and much reimagining
this proposal is ready to be voted by you – the main protagonist of
this story – our students.
Lucia Rodriguez Pedroso
Co-President Democracy & Education

Our Executive Officer Roles will change!
Currently we have lots of officers (23). Most of these roles are identity-based which
means that just one individual is responsible for representing a whole community based
solely on a shared characteristic. Not only is this reductive but it also runs contrary to
grassroots organising.
We are proposing to reduce this number to 19 and have:
6 representatives of the
Liberation Caucuses one of each:
Black Students
LGBTQ+ Students
Disabled Students
Women Students
Trans* Students
Working Class
Students

8 open-portfolio Officer
roles
Portfolios to be decided
in October Preferendum

The current process at SOAS is very top-down. Someone gets elected
to office, then builds a community, as opposed to community first and
selecting leaders after – it doesn’t promote or support autonomy.
So we’re creating these 6 independent caucuses to act as spaces for
community building that then get to choose a representative for the
Executive Committee. This way communities can maintain their
autonomy while still being agents for change at the centre of our SU.
They will also have a budget allocated, similar to how societies
function right now.
We will have a Preferendum (referendum on priorities) at the beginning
of the year. Here students will be able to propose the different issues
the SU should focus on. Once the main priorities have been decided
they will define the “open-portafolio” officers roles in our Executive
Committee.
Eg: A group of students propose that ‘Tackling anti-Blackness at
SOAS’ should be a priority of the Union. It then gets voted on by all our
students and if the majority agrees delivering on this then becomes
the responsibility of one of our open-portafolio roles. Someone from
that same group who proposed this priority can nominate themselves
to this role, allowing communities who are interested in propulsing real
change to be agents in their Union.

1 Research Students
Association nominated
representative

We need to have more PGR representation in our Exec. Research
students are quite often let down by the institution and a strong
support system in which they can rely on is necessary. The Union
could become a great ally in this regard so we hope that by having an
RSA member on our Executive Committee we can continue the good
work they’re doing on making SOAS a better place for research!

4 Co-Presidents
(sabbatical officers)

The Co-Presidents deal with the more day-to-day issues of the
SU and need to be aware of what’s going on in other areas of
the Union in order to effectively represent and advocate for
students so it only makes sense to have them as vital members
of our Executive Committee.

Our UGMs are getting better!
Now that you know about the Liberation caucuses and our Executive Committee
let me tell you about how our UGMs are getting revitalised.
Currently most of the issues that are discussed in UGMs seem to appear from
thin air. That means they don’t have an appropriate space to be discussed before
they get voted into policy. Students who might have great ideas about how to
solve these problems or what might be the best way to go around it can’t
contribute until the issue at hand has already become a motion. So, we’re
basically deconstructing our UGMs into stages.
First there will be an Online Ideas Portal, where students can start the
conversation about what issues need to be discussed by the SU. Think about
stuff that gets voted on UGMs (Solidarity with movements across the globe,
lobbying SOAS to have more water fountains on campus, better lighting in the
JCR, etc.). Some of these can just be delivered, while others might need further
discussion. So we have created three different forums in which the issues raised
in the Online Portal can be further discussed.
These forums are:
SU Campaigns
Influencing SOAS
SU Operations
The names are quite self-explanatory so we will not delve too deeply into their
functions. These forums will serve as a space to debate what might be the best
way to tackle these issues and for students and the elected officers of the SU to
come up with different solutions. Right after there will be a referendum on which
of these solutions might be the most appropriate, just like we now vote to
approve motions in UGMs. All students get to vote on this and once a solution
has been defined it becomes policy and therefore the responsibility of the Union
to deliver on this.
In other words, UGMs are getting more accessible by stretching the process so
more people can participate as well as easier to navigate. Also, for urgent issues
that need to be addressed immediately there will be the Online Ideas Portal so
we’re adding layers of effectiveness to this process. It’s a win-win-win situation!

There’s more: our
Board of Trustees
is upgrading!
Some of you may not know this but the SU
functions as a charity. Therefore, we have to
abide by the Charity Commission Law and have a
Board of Trustees to oversee our functioning.
Currently our Board of Trustees does not have
the correct expertise to run an organisation of
our size. For example, we don't have experts on
finance to help our commercial venues (bar &
shop), or anyone with profound knowledge of the
Higher Education sector to help with the legal
side of things.
This is why we’re proposing to change the
makeup of our Board and have: 4 student
trustees (that can nominate themselves at the
beginning of the year), 4 external trustees
(experts) and the 4 Co-Presidents. Both the
students and the external trustees will be
reviewed by a governance committee and
approved by the SU Executive, ensuring there
are

several

layers

of

accountability

and

transparency for the selection process.
Also, we’re creating sub-committees of the
Board (this is common practice everywhere else
except SOAS SU) where not only our trustees
but also our staff can participate and oversee
that our Union is functioning properly. These will
be:
Finance and risk
Governance
People and Talent
Commercial Services

And that’s it! Our key changes summarised in only three pages. If
you would like to see the full version of this proposal please
head to our Governance and Democracy Handbook.
We hope this is now clear but if you have any questions please
contact Lucia. She’ll be happy to respond to all things
governance/democracy related.
The choice is now in your hands. Our SU is a great space in which
we can get together and reimagine the university but it could be
so much more.
This proposal brings together a new structure that will not only
enhance participation and give more agency to students but it
also protects the Union from a legal perspective.
It is time we put our money were our mouth is and create an SU
true to its values of community, solidarity and creativity.

Thank you
and remember
to vote!

