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Dear colleagues,  

Further to my message of Monday 2nd November I am writing to provide an update on 

University operations following the Prime Minister’s announcement of a second ‘national 

lockdown’ (or set of enhanced restrictions). 

Everyone on the University Executive is aware that the new enhanced restrictions will have 

some far-reaching impacts for all of us, both at work and at home.  

Our overriding objective as a responsible University is to try to do the very best we can for 

our community at this difficult time.  

As throughout the pandemic, the health, safety and wellbeing of our staff, students and the 

communities of which we are part is our top priority.  

The Executive also has a responsibility to ensure the financial sustainability of the University 

and, as best we can, the livelihoods of all of our valued members of staff, very much 

including our erstwhile Key Workers and everyone who has returned from furlough.   

As ever, I am enormously grateful to everyone who keeps this great University functioning at 

an extraordinarily high level, as we continue to do. 

Below, please find some guidance on the following matters: 

New restrictions and University decision-making 

Cases amongst our University community 

University operations (essential reading) 

 

1. New restrictions and University decision-making 

Subject to Parliamentary approval today, the second ‘national lockdown’ will be effective 

across England from Thursday 5th November to Wednesday 2nd December. Full details of 

the Government announcement are available here and I would urge all colleagues to 

familiarise themselves with the new restrictions.  

As I said on Monday, one of the main differences between this lockdown and the one earlier 

this year is that schools, colleges and universities will remain open.  

We welcome this decision and the information supplied by Michelle Donelan MP, the 

Minister of State for Universities, which we circulated yesterday, and the further clarifications 

we have received from the Department for Education.   

We also note the extraordinary work that has happened across the University since the time 

of the first national lockdown to make our campus Covid secure.  

Colleagues in Estates and Facilities and our Health and Safety Service have also worked in 

partnership with our recognised Trade Union representatives to develop detailed risk 

assessments, which in turn have been commended by Public Health England. 

Throughout this year, our Covid Planning Group (CPG) has provided sterling leadership on 

our response to and planning for the Covid-19 pandemic and this Group continues to meet 

frequently, supported by sub-groups covering our major operational areas.  
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CPG reports into the University Executive and the University continues to work closely with 

local and national partners including the Department for Education, Public Health England 

and Durham County Council. Communications with our community will continue on a regular 

basis. 

2. Cases amongst our University community 

I am pleased to report that the number of new student Covid-19 cases has fallen from a 

maximum of around 150 per day in early October to the point where we are now into or close 

to single figures. Case numbers among our staff body have totalled just over 20 since the 

start of Term.  

We have seen no evidence of transmission from students to staff in classroom settings, a 

pattern that is reported across peer institutions. 

We have also had an encouraging start to our participation in the Lateral Flow Test (LFT) 

pilot, which we are running in partnership with Oxford University. This involves, among other 

things, testing asymptomatic members of our community who may unknowingly have a high 

Covid-19 viral load and be infectious to those around them.  

Many students and staff at Van Mildert and Stephenson Colleges volunteered for testing on 

29th October: fewer than five students – and zero staff members – returned positive results.  

Colleagues involved in this potentially very significant project will now evaluate the pilot 

phase. The Executive will give early and careful consideration as to whether and when LFTs 

can be rolled out further across our community.  

While we cannot pre-judge this work we do recognise that mass testing on a self-

administered basis – with results available in under 30 minutes – does offer a possible 

method for supporting the safe return of many of our students to their homes for Christmas, 

something I am sure we would all wish to see.  

As a University, we will do everything we can to ensure that students are able to spend the 

holiday period with their loved ones where that is an option for them.   

We will also do everything we can to support those students who choose or need to remain 

in Durham, just as we will do everything we can to make rapid testing available to members 

of staff, as soon as that becomes a viable option.   

The Government is putting considerable store in mass testing, including, as you may have 

seen, in Liverpool.   

The DU community can be assured that we are and will remain at the forefront of this work 

and that we are doing everything we can, under the leadership of Professor Jacqui 

Ramagge, Dr Camila Caiado and a core team of colleagues, to ensure that staff and student 

members of DU will be among the first in the UK to benefit from mass self-administered 

testing if our service evaluation pilot returns encouraging results. 

 

3. University Operations 

 

i) Teaching activities 

The University Executive yesterday had a detailed and constructive discussion about how 

best to continue teaching operations across DU during the ‘national lockdown’. This included 

careful consideration of feedback from each of our Executive Deans on the views of a 



selection of staff members and students in their Faculties; also, from our Pro Vice Chancellor 

- Colleges and Student Experience on discussions with staff in his Division and with student 

leaders and groups of students.   

We also reflected on letters received from the Minister and UCU, as well as from a small 

number of parents. 

The Executive recognises that there is not a singular student position on Face to Face 

Teaching (FTFT) any more than there is a singular staff position.   

We did hear, though: (a) that a very large amount of teaching is now online, in accord with 

agreed procedures that take into account individual circumstances and initial Department 

preferences; (b) that many students do appreciate having face to face activities, including 

teaching, not least as many of them emerge from a period of self-isolation; (c) that many 

staff members are committed to FTFT; and (d) that concerns have been expressed both 

about staff anxieties in classroom settings and about student mental health in the absence of 

in-person activities, including FTFT. 

The Executive also reflected on the fact that colleagues in Estates and Facilities and our 

Health and Safety Service have done outstanding work to make our campus Covid secure. It 

is a credit to them that we have seen no evidence of Covid transmission occurring in the 

classroom and that local GPs are reporting there is minimal transmission from students to 

our local communities.  

And it is a credit to our students for responding to the Covid-19 environment so positively 

and responsibly. They deserve our thanks and our continuing best efforts on their behalf.  

Overall, having listened carefully to what was reported to us, the Executive has decided that 

face to face (or in person) teaching should continue for now on the basis that currently 

obtains and with the aim of best supporting the education, mental health and wellbeing of 

our students. This policy applies across the University. 

As ever, any colleague who has concerns relating to the new national restrictions should 

raise them with their Head of Department and we will do everything we can to support them. 

We will also continue to work closely with the campus Trade Unions and take advice from 

colleagues in Durham County Council and Public Health England.  

       ii)   Research activities 

The Executive has also reviewed our approach to on-site research activity in light of the 

Government announcement and associated enhanced restrictions. 

Research remains a core part of our mission and researchers, including staff and doctoral 

students, who need to undertake research work on campus should continue to do so.   

The Executive is assured that we have provided Covid-secure research environments which 

comply with all current national guidance. We therefore intend to continue delivery of 

research activity within the current University guidance and procedures. We will manage 

access and occupancy at a Departmental level, working with our research communities and 

within our established health and safety frameworks.  

 

iii)  Library and study space 

The Executive understands how important the Library and associated services are to 

students and staff.  In line with government guidance, the University Library will continue to 



operate as currently, with no significant changes as a result of the lockdown. Collections at 

the Oriental Museum and Palace Green Library remain available to University members by 

appointment.  

Students can access the Space Bookings system for bookings to visit the Library for the 

‘Stay and Study’ or ‘Browse and Borrow’ services, and to book other study spaces.  

iv)  Colleges and Wider Student Experience 

The Executive gratefully notes that our College Officer and Operations Teams will continue 

to provide outstanding support to our student body through the new ‘lockdown’, as will our 

Student Support Directorate: including some face-to-face support where that is an important 

consideration. 

We recognise how important it is for student mental health and wellbeing that we continue to 

offer as broad a programme of student enrichment activity as possible. The Minister of State 

for Universities has said that “education, health and wellbeing remain… a top priority” and 

we continue to believe that, in our setting, some face-to-face elements of the wider student 

experience can be delivered within the new restrictions.  

We are working closely with Public Health colleagues on some of the details of our 

enrichment offer. We anticipate that some structured physical activity, especially within 

households, will be able to continue, if not perhaps at the University-wide fitness suite. We 

are also hopeful that some face-to-face activity for the performing arts, media and 

volunteering may also continue with suitable adaptations.  

Further details will be shared as they are finalised.  

Conclusion 

Please be assured that we will keep these decisions under regular review, both in light of 

developments on campus and in light of any further regulations and guidance emerging from 

Government.  

All members of the Executive are grateful for your continued hard work and support.  We will 

continue to communicate regularly as the University and the country moves through this 

period of lockdown into the Christmas period and the winter holiday. 

Best wishes, 

Stuart 

Stuart Corbridge 

Vice-Chancellor and Warden 

 


