Witness Name: | Robert Murtagh

Dated: 13/06/2025

UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF ROBERT MURTAGH

I, Robert Murtagh, will say as follows:

1. Please note, | have not sought legal advice/support in the writing of this evidence.
This evidence is based, to the best of my ability, on my memory of the period as |
no longer have access to files. The period | will cover is from March 2020-June

2020 as this is when my term ended.

2. As President of National Union of Students-Union of Students Ireland (hereafter
referred to as ‘NUS-USI), | was the elected head of the confederation of 11
constituent student unions across Northern lreland, which included student’s
unions in two higher education institutions, two teacher training colleges, six further
education colleges and one specialist agriculture college. We did not represent

students at the open university.

3. | was elected in March 2019 at the annual NUS-USI conference, taking up office
on 1st July 2019, my term was completed during the pandemic, ending in June
2020.

4. This role involved undertaking campaigns and lobbying on behalf of students in NI,
primarily within the NI assembly and executive as the bodies responsible for higher
and further education in NI. The role also involved supporting the development of

student unions, particularly in the further education sector.
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NUS-USI had two permanent staff members, employed by NUS UK, one with
responsibility for student union engagement and development and the other with
responsibility for campaigns and policy. These two staff members reported to a

Director who was also Director for NUS Walles.

NUS-USI, though politically autonomous, was formed through the ‘tri-lateral
agreement’ whereby NUS UK and the Union of Students Ireland/Aontas na Mac
Léinn in Eirinn (USI/AMLE) agreed to establish a student confederation in NI, with
both organisations acting as guarantors. Therefore, as President of NUS-USI, |
was part of the NUS officer team and the USI/AMLE executive. NUS UK was the
host organisation for NUS-USI, with finance provided from NUS UK and staff
employed by NUS UK.

Prior to this role, | was Vice President of Queen’s University Belfast Students
Union. After leaving NUS-USI, | was an organiser for the Royal College of
Midwives, communications and campaigns organiser for Nautilus International, the
union for maritime professionals. | am currently national officer for the FDA, the
union for managers and professionals in public service, with responsibility for the

NI civil service. | am also director for Ireland at Unions21, a trade union think tank.

During the first lockdown in March 2020, | was in constant engagement with
member students’ unions. My early focus as President was to convene regular
online meetings of our constituent students’ unions to share information on the key
developments within each institution and to understand what approaches different
students’ unions were taking. NUS-USI was not dealing directly with higher or
further education institutions as this was a matter for our member unions in those

institutions.

. Constituent student unions, as key centres for support, advice and guidance to
students were much closer to the real-world impact the pandemic was having on
students than NUS-USI. Therefore, these weekly meetings served to ensure | was
being regularly briefed on the issues facing students but also for student unions to
learn from each other. It was also vital to ensure that any position NUS-USI was

taking publicly had the support of our member unions.
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10.1t became clear through these meetings that key issues affecting students were
housing and finance. As the spectre of a national lockdown loomed, many students
left their rental properties to return home ahead of the announcement. However,
many students were being forced to continue paying rent despite now no longer
having access to their rental property. We worked with the ‘Student Renters
Group’, a student housing campaign established by elected officers at Queens’
University Students’ Union, joining calls for a rent freeze and for students to access

universal credit.

11.We were also aware that students were often employed in casual employment, on
zero-hour contracts and in areas like hospitality and retail that were hugely affected
by lockdown. Member unions were informing us of students turning to them facing
financial hardship. As the “furlough scheme’ was announced, through our member
unions, we were aware of students who weren’t eligible for furlough payments or
their furlough payments would not be enough to cover their costs, including rental

payments.

12.1n retrospect, our aim was clear: to get money into the pockets of students who

needed it, as quickly as possible.

13.In April 2020, after the first weeks of the pandemic and lockdown, NUS-USI
launched the ‘No student left behind’ campaign, using social media to highlight
some of the individual stories about the challenges students were facing for e.g. a
student, through a member union, wrote to us saying ‘Before COVID-19, | worked
at my local swimming pool. The job gave me security in my monthly wages: enough
to cover my rent. However, due to closure and my zero hour contract, | have no

source of income.’

14.This social media campaign ‘No student left behind’ was supported with a lobbying
effort, led by me. | no longer have access to briefings or submissions sent to MLAs
however, my main role within the campaign was liaising between member unions
and MLAs.
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15. As the department responsible for housing and benefits, we spent significant time
lobbying the Communities Committee to raise our issues in the Assembly and with
the Minister to push for a rent freeze and student access to benefits. | don’t recall
every member of the committee | spoke to, however | did speak to the Chair of the
Committee, Paula Bradley MLA. It became clear that a rent freeze was not likely,
as | recall, this would require Westminster intervention. However, the Minister
agreed in March 2020 to allow students to access discretionary support payments,
this was a welcome move, but as | recall, it was only for students in crisis, there

was still a need for wider support to be made available to students.

16.1 also spent significant time lobbying members of the Economy Committee as the
committee responsible for students. | was in regular contact with the Chair of this
committee, Dr Caocimhe Archibald MLA, who informed us that she would pass on
our issues to the Economy Minister in their regular meetings. As President of NUS-
USI, from memory, | had one telephone call with the Economy Minister Diane
Dodds MLA, this was in March 2020, despite repeated requests, there were no

follow up conversations.

17.In May 2020, the Department for Finance announced £1.4 million additional
funding for student hardship funds leading to £5.6 million overall. This was a
significant win for NUS-USI, while we believed student hardship funds were not
perfect as it was not a long-term solution and didn’t allow for students to engage
in medium-term financial planning, the investment allowed for hardship eligibility
criteria to be loosened, and students presenting to their student union, or their
university, facing financial challenges as a result of the pandemic would now be

able to access further support.

18.Due to my term ending in June 2020 and my leaving of the education sector
completely, 'm not best placed to advise on the longer-term impact of the
pandemic on students. The short-term impact, during my term, was clear: students
felt they were being left behind, being forced to pay rents for houses they couldn’t
access, with no access {o benefits, and with short-term and zero-hour contracts,

furlough, for many students, did not plug the gap.
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Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true. | understand that
proceedings may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a false
statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its
truth.

Signed: Personal Data

Dated: _13/06/25
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