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Hello Technicians, 

Well, that escalated quickly. One moment it looked like the big question was “shortcrust, puff pastry 

or vegan mince pie”, the next minute it was “are we going into lockdown 4…” Massive thanks to 

everyone who helped organise the in-person event and then dealt with the distribution of mince pies 

around the science site when the wheels fell off at the end of last year. Hopefully everyone had a 

chance to enjoy their choice of pie in between all the sanitising? That seems long enough ago now 

that it’s time for a renewed attempt to get us all together in person. If we keep our fingers crossed 

that the Covid situation carries on improving, coffee and cake is within touching distance- you’ll be 

pleased to know that there are plans afoot to make it happen sooner rather than later too (see 

below)! 

Joking aside, welcome to the 3rd edition of the DU Tech newsletter. Hopefully you and yours managed 

to get a break at some point and are looking forward to 2022 being much more normal from a 

university perspective, even if the wider world seems anything but. In this edition of the newsletter, 

you’ll find a mix of news, updates and other things you might find interesting, the answers to the last 

quiz and a new puzzle to challenge you and your team. 

This newsletter is only one small part of a much bigger set of activities that make up the Technician 

Commitment. The Commitment itself is a bit of a nebulous concept that seems to mean different 

things to different people. You can find links to official declarations and definitions on our website 

(dur.ac.uk/technician.commitment) but at its heart is a commitment by the university to ensure 

visibility, recognition, career development and sustainability for technicians working across all 

disciplines. Some of this will take time to realise and require high level actions by us and by the 

university. A newsletter like this isn’t going to do much about career development, for example, but 

what it can do is start to help with visibility, with recognition and with bringing us together. To that 

end, the newsletters are focussed on you and the other amazing technicians that work in our 

University. All of the content here has been put together on a volunteer basis by technicians, and 

more suggestions, input articles or ideas are always very welcome. If you have any ideas for things 

that could be included, or you would like to send in content, articles, quiz questions etc. then just 

email them to Matt Barber (matthew.barber@durham.ac.uk ). Don’t blame him for the newsletter 

content, though, that’s entirely on us. We would really love to hear from you, please do get involved. 

 

From The Tech Commitment Steering Group 
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Technicians Networking Events 

 

The Easter Bunny was always better than Santa anyway… After covid scuppered our Christmas plans 

for a get together, we remain undeterred in trying to organise something. So, we have 2 new events 

to announce here. 

 

Coffee and cake networking event (top floor of Calman 4th April from 12 – 2pm) 

This will be similar to what we planned just before Christmas. A no pressure 

opportunity to get together, meet techs from other departments and have a 

chat. The date is set, the venue confirmed, and the food and drinks are 

ordered. We’re hoping these can become termly events, possibly organised 

around seasonal food products and very broad technical themes (think things 

like “mince pies”, “measurement” or “construction”) so that we have to 

opportunity to development meaningful interdepartmental links with each 

other. Of course, events need participants, so do try and come along if you’re 

able. 

 

 

DU Technician’s Summer Event 

Remember back in the dim and distant past, before Covid sent everything into stasis? We had a grand 

launch for the technician commitment at Durham, which was the first real opportunity for all of us to 

get together and find out what everyone was up to. Some of us still use our branded mugs daily! Well, 

we’re also in the early stages of organising something similar again by way of a relaunch. It will be a 

bigger, more conference style event than the termly get together and will take place at some point 

over the summer. June 2022 will mark two years since the University’s “Phase 2” reopening following 

the first Covid lockdown, and that means it’s two years that many of us have been back on site full-

time, so we might try and link the two events. We’re in the process of finalising dates and speakers, 

so watch this space (or your inbox). 
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News and Updates  

TALENT commission report 

The final report of the national TALENT 

Commission has recently been released. 

This milestone piece of work follows a 

national investigation of the existing 

technical workforce, and the vital role it 

plays in supporting UK research and 

innovation. It contains 16 key 

recommendations for ways that the UK can 

develop and support its technical capacity 

and has been well received in government, 

industry and academic circles, including at 

Durham. There’s a copy on the DU 

Technicians Team “Technician 

Commitment” channel (links to join the 

Team at the bottom of this newsletter) if 

you’d like to read it yourself. Given the high 

profile of the report, the recommendations 

it makes are likely to form a prominent part 

of future moves to develop and support the 

Technical workforce throughout the 

country, including at Durham. 

 

Survey results 

Those of you with more than a couple of 

years with the University might remember 

being asked to fill in a survey when the Uni 

originally signed up to the Technicians’ 

Commitment. The data disappeared for a 

while, but we’ve now got our hands on it 

and are in the process of looking at what we 

said back then about our role as technicians 

at Durham University and what might still 

be relevant in the post-pandemic world. It’s 

an interesting set of answers, coming as 

they did against a backdrop of the 

restructuring of the administrative teams 

during “phase 2” and the changes that 

brought about. We’re hoping to have a 

summary report ready for the next 

newsletter, along with some discussion of 

what it might tell us about where we were, 

where we are now, and what we might 

need to look at next. We’re also looking to 

run a similar survey later this year, and 

every year from now on, so we can get a 

slightly more formal sense of if and how 

opinions are changing. It could be an 

interesting project for someone into data 

analysis if anyone would like to volunteer to 

lead it? 

 

Health and Safety Service 

A few quick updates from the Health and 

safety service:  

Sadly, Gretta Roberts has left the University 

for a new role in the safety service at 

Lancaster University. Anyone who has been 

involved in chemical, biological, 

radiological, covid and general lab-safety 

behind the scenes will know how much of a 

loss this is to Durham, and a gain for 

Lancaster. Thank you, Gretta, and good 

luck! 

The IR1 form’s days are numbered… The 

university is piloting a new piece of 

software called GRaCE (the catchily named 

Governance Reporting and Compliance 

Exchange) in the science faculty, which will 
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eventually be rolled out across the 

University. The first “module” covers 

accident and near-miss reporting and soon 

everyone will be able to do this, without 

needing to find an IR1 form. Later modules 

will include risk assessment management 

and approval among other things, so GRaCE 

is set to become quite significant in the 

technical world over the course of the next 

few years.  

DUO is over and done! As you may know, 

DUO has been effectively mothballed. You 

can still access it for legacy content, but 

most of its day-to-day functions are now 

elsewhere. The key site for online safety 

training is now OracleLearn, which you can 

access from the same Oracle page where 

you view payslips etc.  All of the mandatory 

training courses (fire, DSE etc.) are now 

available there and more will continue to be 

added over time. 

 

Congratulations to our apprentices! 

Congratulations to Ashley-Jess Davenport 

(Chemistry), Sam Thorpe (Earth Sciences), 

Adam Richardson (Biosciences) and 

Rebecca Ridley (Biosciences) who have all 

completed their Level 3 apprenticeship. The 

Level 3 apprenticeship is completed in 

conjunction with Newcastle College on a 

day release basis covering a variety of 

modules to support the on-site working and 

workplace learning. The apprentices 

worked towards a final End Point 

Assessment and developed skills portfolio 

as part of the course and picked up 

important technical skills whilst supporting 

the host departments and gaining an 

exposure to the many functions required to 

support our teaching and research 

activities. 

On successful completion of their 

apprenticeships, the apprentices have all 

subsequently joined our technical teams on 

permanent contracts ensuring any 

knowledge and experience they have 

gained is retained as part of the 

departmental succession planning. 

Congratulations Ashley-Jess, Sam, Adam 

and Rebecca 

 

Getting back to normal  

W/C 21 Feb the entire Technical team in 

Engineering supported a full scale, face to 

face student practical activity, meaning 

around 200 first years gained essential 

hands-on practical engineering skills. This 

was the first time an event of this nature 

and scale has taken place for 2 years. 

1 Engineering UG students taking part in the practical 
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Technicians were involved in several weeks 

of planning leading up to this activity, 

ensuring risk assessments were checked, 

and work areas were prepared, maintained 

and effectively supported. Level 1 students 

were advised on best manufacturing 

methods, suitable materials, and correct 

assembly of the parts they created. 

Additional support was delivered by the 

Mechanical and Electronic Workshops 

ensuring the more complex or hazardous 

tasks were carried out safely and efficiently. 

The course was led by Dr Oliver Vogt who 

stated “the biggest challenge the students 

face is linking 3D CAD to real world 

prototyping and no design is completed to 

the original specification. This is where the 

input from experienced technicians proves 

invaluable”. 

 

Physics apprentice technicians providing 

sparkle to a Barnard Castle School 

The department of Physics was recently 

contacted by Montalbo Nursery & Primary 

School to ask for help and advice about 

building a water-powered generator. The 

Physics technical team took this onboard 

and so decided to appoint two of their 

apprentices Hannah Frost and Adam Easton 

to work alongside the pupils to provide 

mechanical and electronic engineering 

support for the project and assist with some 

of the more involved design and build work. 

 The project was set in motion and has 

progressed very well indeed, Hannah and 

Adam are now approaching the point 

where the finished water wheel model and 

the associated electronics can be installed 

to power strings of fairy-lights which will 

light up the school garden after dark! Once 

installed an opening ceremony will be 

organised to celebrate the collaboration 

with Montalbo School. 

 

Thank you / Hello / Good bye 

Welcome to Alex Greenway who has joined 

Chemistry. 

Welcome also to Jamie Rayner, Rob 

Bridgett and Nikky Joyce who have recently 

joined the Physics technical team as 

apprentices. 

Farewell and good luck to Malcolm 

Robertshaw of Physics Mechanical 

Engineering Services who will retire from 

his post on March 11th with over 30 years of 

service to the Department and University. 

Thank you again to everyone with the 

ongoing support across multiple 

departments for the LEV upgrade project. 

Goodbye to Gretta Roberts, who has left 

the H&S service for a new role at Lancaster 

University. 

In memoriam 

Technicians from across the university were 

saddened to hear of the recent Death of 

Norman Thompson. Norman worked as a 

part of DU’s technical staff from 1967 

through to his retirement in 2014, and his 

loss was felt widely. After a short spell in 

Zoology he moved to increasingly senior 

roles in Applied Physics and then Physics 

when the pure and applied departments 

merged. Our thoughts and best wishes go 

out to his family and friends. 
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Reminders  

1) If you are interested in having a 

mentor, you can register your 

interest now by completing the sign 

up form on the online mentoring 

system.   

2) We have a DU TechNet Teams page 

You can join it by using the joining 

code 3rox2mp  

3) You still have access to up to five 

days of volunteering leave, paid for 

by the university. Speak to your line 

manager about ways you can access 

this, and keep an eye out for 

technician-focussed volunteering 

opportunities, some of which we’re 

trying to set up as we write. 

 
Anything else? 
 

• Let us know what you think of the 
newsletter and what you would 
like to see included in future 
editions.  

• Keep sending news items for the 
Technician Commitment website 
and the newsletter  

• Continue to help raise our profile 
and recognition within the 
University. It is important that we 
keep on shouting about the great 
work we do as technicians.

 

 

Puzzles 

As always, there are no prizes, just bragging rights. First up it’s the oddly out-of-season answers to 

the quiz from the last newsletter, followed by a shiny, new, technically-themed crossword. 

 

 

Answers from last time:  

1) O come all ye faithful 

2) Silent night, holy night 

3) Deck the halls with boughs of holly 

4) Hark! the herald angels sing 

5) The first Noel 

6) We wish you a merry Christmas 

7) It came upon the midnight clear 

8) I'm dreaming of a white Christmas 

 

9) Away in the manger 

10) Santa Claus is coming to town 

11) Silver bells 

12) Little drummer boy 

13) God rest ye merry gentlemen 

14) Rudolph the red nosed reindeer 

15) I saw mommy kissing santa claus 

16) Jingle bells 

17) Have yourself a merry little Christmas 

18) O Christmas Tree 
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Crossword: 

The moderately-sized, technically themed, in-house-made crossword (with apologies to expert 

crossword buffs…). Answers next time, or available now on the DU Technicians’ Team. 

   2              

 1                

             7    

       3    6      

2                 

                 

      3           

                 

           8  8    

  4    5           

                 

5          9       

                 

                 

    7             

                 

Across 

1. Trigger has one. Useful for that final 

sweep  

2. Not an upright floor cleaner. Use it for 

creating or moving one instead. 

3. Glass or plastic and full of fluid, or 

Tracy’s surname 

4. Someone or something that stirs 

5. Use it to assess the potential 

difference 

6. Find it in a haystack or a vein 

7. Tick tock: watch it and it goes slower… 

8. Turn it on to turn wood or metal 

9. Hold things to a stand, or do it down 

on something 

 

 

Down 

1. Do it on one leg, or to six figures  

2. Used to be a person doing sums. Now 

we couldn’t do sums without one 

3. Line of animal doctors, or for holding 

your sample in your 

spectrophotometer 

4. Ego-free military personnel, or a 

connector between circuit boards and 

components  

5. A cuff in your shoulder or for ensuring 

tubes go over and over 

6. Get power and signals from this to 

that, or keep your dogs near to you.  

7. Purple, blue and black- handy 

absolutely everywhere 

8. Cuts everything from hedges to paper 

down to size
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