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Part I: Preliminary Formal Business

15 ACADEMIC BOARD MINUTES

15.1 The minutes of the AB meeting of 29 October 2020 [AB Minutes 1-14, 2020-
21] were confirmed.

16 MATTERS ARISING

16.1 Academic Committee had discussed its Terms of Reference at a meeting on
19 November
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20.2

20.3

20.4

20.5

20.6

address such behaviour presented a real and present danger to staff and
students.

Section IV of the report gathered together the relevant policies, procedures
and legislation and considered how mechanisms for tackling unacceptable
behaviour could be improved, alongside parallel activity on improving the
campus climate. The report therefore made a number of educational
recommendations which were intended to encourage the development of a
collective understanding of the functioning of racism and group prejudice at
UCL, and a commitment to challenging this using the tools already available.

The Working Group had examined the question of Council’s adoption of the
IHRA definition in November 2019 and had assessed the compatibility of the
definition with a university’s responsibilities in respect of academic freedom. In
doing so the Working Group had consulted with external experts and staff and
student members of the UCL community. The Working Group regretted that
the current debate was being held after rather than in advance of the adoption
of the definition.

There was a danger of the issue of the adoption of the IHRA definition being
conflated with the indisputable need to combat antisemitism. The Working
Group did not consider that adopting the definition guaranteed the efficacy of
such efforts. The Working Group did however have concerns about the
potential for the definition to constrain legitimate free speech on campus, as
well as about its compatibility with UCL policies and statutes and its
enforceability through disciplinary procedures.

One member of the Working Group had dissented from the recommendation
in favour of retraction. He explained that he considered that the negative
impact of retraction would be disproportionate when set alongside the
concerns about academic freedom. He noted that the definition indicated that
its accompanying illustrative examples could amount to antisemitism when
considered in context, but did not necessarily do so. The two caveats
proposed by the Home Affairs Select Committee and adopted by Council
explicitly recognised that antisemitic intent was required in order to meet the
definition. In his view there were preferable alternatives to retraction, including
AB advising Council that UCL should confirm its duty to uphold the Public
Sector Equality Duty and should make clear that the definition had no legal
force and should not be used in disciplinary proceedings.

Before opening the discussion to the floor, the Provost summarised
representations received from members and others ahead of the meeting.
These included: a petition from members of the Jewish Society asking that the
recommendation to retract be rejected (252 signatories); a letter from students
expressing concerns about the impact of the adoption on academic freedom
(196 signatories); a letter from 31 alumni supporting the recommendations;
and a small number of representations from individual members of staff on
both sides of the debate. These had been shared with the chair of the
Working Group, who confirmed his view that a reasonable summary had been
given.



20.7 During the ensuing discussion individual members of Academic Board made
the following points:

Some members spoke in favour of the definition, taking the view that its
adoption by Council demonstrated a positive, victim-centred approach to
the university’s duty of care in the context of an ongoing rise in
antisemitic behaviour in British society and on campus. In their view,
retraction risked sending a damaging message about the institution’s
appetite to tackle such behaviour. It was suggested that the definition
had the overwhelming support of the Jewish community, including UCL'’s
own students, and that the report had been written without adequate
consultation with Jewish students or with others who would have been in
a position to give a different perspective. The proposal had caused
dismay to students and staff as well as the wider community. The report
subordinated their lived experience to an alleged constraint on academic
freedom.

Other members took the view that the value of the definition was a
symbolic rather than a practical one. The report had acknowledged this
symbolic value but had also assessed in detail the practical impact of the
adoption of the definition, and had concluded that the definition itself was
unfit for purpose, and its accompanying examples ambiguous.
Consequently



It was suggested that questions of antisemitism were all too easily
conflated with issues concerning criticism of the State of Israel. The
example of a protest at a Friends of Israel event on 27 October 2016
was cited. Other members felt that the report’s concerns about the
conflation of these questions were unfounded.

20.8 Due to pressure of time and the number of members wishing to speak, the
chair raised the option of adjourning and reconvening in the New Year for
further discussion and a vote. This would also provide the Working Group with
an opportunity to give further thought to the method of voting on the various
proposals, and to consider potential alternative definitions. AB agreed to
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