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	1.
	THE DEPARTMENT

	
	

	1.1
	Location of the Department

	
	

	
	ERM occupies the second floor and a portion of the third floor of the older Agriculture part of the combined Agriculture and Food Science building.  Facilities on these floors include offices, separate teaching and research laboratories, computer areas, and postgraduate, preparation and cold storage rooms. Glasshouse facilities are available at Thornfield, a 1.18 hectare site located on the Belfield campus, and field experiments can be carried out at Lyons Estate, a 225 hectare research farm in Celbridge, County Kildare.

All of the 15 academic staff have their own individual offices. Other office space is allocated to the administrative staff (2 offices), the Principal Technician, some Senior Technicians and to the postdoctoral staff.

There are three teaching laboratories on the second floor of the Agriculture building namely 2.01A and B (220 m2), 2.02 (94.5 m2) and 2.51 (94.5 m2). These laboratories are widely used for the teaching of the AES degree programme (both lectures and practical classes) and the taught Master's programmes, but have not been included in the calculation of the Department's space resources as they are Faculty facilities and are also used for the teaching of other degree programmes. The areas comprising rooms 2.34A, 2.34B and 2.35 are dedicated to the taught Masters programme and these are occasionally used for seminar style teaching.

Thirteen laboratories (on the second and third floors of the Agriculture building) are used for postgraduate research in the Department. 

	
	

	
	

	1.2
	Staff

	
	

	
	The full-time academic staff of the Department comprises one Professor, four Associate Professors, five Senior Lecturers and five Lecturers. There are currently no part-time academic appointments.  There are six full time and two part time technical staff (one Principal Technician, five Senior Technicians and two Technicians), and the administrative staff comprises two full-time Executive Assistants. 

	
	

	
	

	1.3
	Courses and Programmes

	
	

	
	Members of the Department teach a broad range of courses in the Agricultural and Environmental Sciences and are heavily involved in all nine of the Faculty’s undergraduate degree programmes, particularly in the Second and Third Years (see Chapter 3). The Department has special responsibility for the Agricultural and Environmental Science (AES) programme at undergraduate level, and for the postgraduate Masters and/or Higher Diploma courses in Environmental Resource Management, Rural Environmental Conservation and Management, and Plant Protection. In addition, ERM provides academic direction for the taught Diploma in EIA Management organised by the UCD Continuing Professional Education Centre. The Department also offers MSc(Agr), MAgrSc and PhD degrees by research in a wide range of topics in areas such as Environmental Management, Forest Ecosystems, Soils and Land Use, Wildlife Management, Animal Parasitology, Plant Protection, and Biodiversity in the Farmed Landscape.

Average student numbers in the Agricultural and Environmental Science programme over the last five years were 18 in second year, 18 in third year and 17 in fourth year. Denominated entry to the AES programme commenced in 2002-2003, giving an average of 10 students in the first year AES programme since this system was introduced. Those students who enter the first year of the BAgrSc degree via the omnibus route, choose the degree programme which they wish to pursue at the end of their First Year. This accounts for the higher average student numbers in the Second and subsequent years of the AES degree programme.  The 2002-2003 Final Year class comprised 26 students, the largest since the programme was introduced in 1992.

In the five-year period 1999-2003, 141 students were awarded postgraduate degrees. This comprised 17 PhD, 5 MAgrSc and 2 MSc(Agr) degrees by research, and 117 taught masters degrees awarded on successful completion of prescribed course work and minor research projects. In addition, 22 College diplomas or higher diplomas were awarded. In the same period a further 134 College Diplomas in EIA Management were awarded.



	
	


	2.
	THE DEPARTMENTAL SELF-ASSESSMENT

	
	

	2.1
	The Co-ordinating Committee

	
	

	
	Professor Ted Farrell, Head of Department, Chair of Committee

Ms Helen McCarthy, Executive Assistant, Secretary to the Committee

Dr Roy Browne, Postdoctorate researcher

Mr David Byrne, Senior Technician

Dr Fiona Doohan, Lecturer

Mr Damian Egan, Principal Technician

Dr John Fry, Senior Lecturer

Professor Jeremy Gray, Associate Professor

Mr Barry McMahon, Postgraduate student

Facilitators appointed by the UCD QA/QI Office

Professor Mary Garrett, Department of Physiotherapy

Dr Bret Danilowicz, Department of Zoology



	
	Allocation of responsibilities

	
	Helen McCarthy         

Professor Ted Farrell         

Dr John Fry              

Professor Jeremy Gray

Dr Fiona Doohan        

Professor Ted Farrell         

Dr Roy Browne 

Professor Ted Farrell 

Mr David Byrne 

Mr Damian Egan 

Mr Barry McMahon 


	Chapter 1. Department Details

Chapter 2. Departmental Planning, Management and Organisation

Chapter 3. Taught Programmes

Chapter 4. Teaching and Learning

Chapter 5. Research and Scholarly Activity

Chapter 6. External Relations

Chapter 7. Support Services

Chapter 8. Overall Analysis and Recommendations

Collation of staff CVs

Co-ordination of questionnaires

Collation of postgraduate details



	
	

	2.2
	Methodology Adopted

	
	

	
	The self-assessment process commenced in April 2003. The Co-ordinating Committee was established and held its first meeting on the 2nd April. The Committee has met on ten occasions before the site visit. The agenda for each meeting was drawn up by the Head of Department and circulated in advance. Minutes were kept and approved at the subsequent meeting. The Facilitators attended committee meetings in May and December, and also met with the Head of Department and one of the editors in February 2004. 

The staff of the Department were closely involved in the self-assessment process throughout the year. The Director of Quality Assurance addressed a meeting of the Departmental Committee in January 2003. General staff meetings were held in September and November with a one and one half day workshop held off-campus in December. A questionnaire, addressing departmental organisation, teaching, research, external links and services, was circulated to all staff members in September.

Three meetings/workshops of the entire staff of the Department were held between September and December 2003. The first was an information meeting, in September, to remind staff of the process, bring them up-to-date on progress and emphasise the opportunities which Quality Assurance offers to the Department and to each individual. The second and third meetings, the latter an off-campus workshop of one and a half days duration, were largely analytical, focusing on the strengths and weaknesses of the Department. A professional facilitator, who also attended the December committee meeting, was engaged for the purpose, but the agenda was driven by the staff themselves. A first draft of the Self-assessment Report (SAR) was distributed at the close of this meeting, and discussion sessions, to which all members of the Department were invited, were scheduled in the following week to discuss the contents of each draft chapter.

Questionnaires were circulated to the outgoing Final Year students in April 2003. In November, all students taking courses co-ordinated by the Department in the first semester of the current academic year were invited to complete questionnaires. 

Responses to the staff questionnaire, and comments and suggestions made at the general staff meetings and workshops, have already led to marked improvements in the management of the Department. They are the result of an unprecedented level of discussion and interaction among staff. Suggestions for improvement and expressions of discontent, often previously unspoken, were articulated and have been transformed into positive actions.



	
	


	3.
	THE SITE VISIT

	
	

	3.1
	Timetable

	
	

	Sunday, 4 April 2004 

	18.30
	PRG meet at Hotel

	20.00
	Dinner hosted by Vice-President for Students and Director of Quality Assurance

	
	

	Monday, 5 April 2004 

Venue: Boardroom, Agriculture Building unless otherwise stated

	09.00-09.30
	PRG meet

	09.30-10.00
	PRG meet Dean of Agriculture over coffee

	10.00-11.00
	PRG meet with Co-ordinating Committee

	11.00-12.00
	PRG meet Head of Department

	12.00-13.00
	PRG meet staff not on Co-ordinating Committee, Room G.24

	13.00-14.30
	Working lunch, PRG only

	14.30-15.15
	PRG meet with technical staff

	15.15-16.00
	PRG meet with academic staff, Room 2.51

	16.00-16.30
	Coffee break

	16.30-17.15
	PRG meet with administrative staff 

	17.15-18.00
	PRG view facilities of the Department

	19.30 p.m.
	PRG only, working dinner in hotel

	
	

	Tuesday, 6 April 2004

Venue: Boardroom, Agriculture Building unless otherwise stated

	09.30-10.00
	PRG meet

	10.00-10.30
	PRG meet with Taught Masters postgraduate students, Room G.09

	10.30-11.00
	PRG meet with Research postgraduate students, Room G.09

	11.00-11.30
	Coffee

	11.30-12.30
	PRG meet with undergraduate students, Room G.09

	12.30- 13.00
	PRG meet

	13.00-14.30
	PRG has lunch with graduates 

	14.30–15.00
	PRG meets with Post-Doctoral Fellows, Project Managers, Tutors and Demonstrators, Room G.06

	15.00-15.30
	PRG meet over coffee

	15.30-17.30
	PRG available for private individual staff meetings

	19.30 p.m.
	PRG only, working dinner in hotel

	
	

	Wednesday, 7 April 2004  

Venue: Boardroom, Agriculture Building unless otherwise stated

	09.30-11.30
	PRG reschedule/request additional visits

	11.30-13.00
	PRG work on PRG report

	13.00-14.30
	Working lunch, PRG only

	14.30-15.30
	PRG work on PRG report

	15.30-16.00
	PRG meet Head of Department over coffee

	16.00 –17.00
	Presentation by PRG to all Department staff, G.24

	17.00
	PRG and Department reception

	
	

	
	

	3.2
	Methodology

	
	

	
	The time-schedule for the site visit (3.1 above) indicates all of the groups with which the Peer Review Group (PRG) met.  The PRG stayed together during the entirety of the site-visit, including on all facility tours.

	
	

	
	

	3.3
	General Comments

	
	

	
	The site visit was necessary to fully appreciate issues raised in the SAR, and in comparing these issues among different interest groups. We found all staff and students of the Department to be open with their responses and very helpful during the site visit. We would like to thank staff and students for the hospitality they have shown us during the visit to their department.  

No employers of graduates from the Department were available to meet, so we cannot comment on the employers’ perspectives.  We only met with one previous graduate of the Department, so our perspective is limited to the information presented in the SAR.

The PRG found the time-schedule did not accurately reflect the time necessary to complete the exit presentation on time.  The time schedule necessary for our group included a 8:30 am start, very limited time for breaks and lunch, and working until past 11:30 pm each evening.  The QA/QI Office may want to indicate to individuals who do become involved with the process that the days of the site visit are likely to be much longer than can be indicated in a set format.



	
	


	4.
	THE PEER REVIEW

	
	

	4.1
	Methodology

	
	

	
	The PRG initially met on the evening of 4 April 2004.  The PRG group worked together during the entirety of the site visit. The entire PRG was involved with the final writing of each section of the PRG Report.  Responsibility for the initial writing process for each section was as follows:



	
	4.3 

5.1 

5.2 

5.3

5.4

5.5

5.6

5.7

5.8

6. 

7.
	PRG’s View of the Self-assessment Report    

Department Details   

Departmental Planning, Management and Organisation

Taught Programmes  

Teaching and Learning 

Research and Scholarly Activity  

External Relations    

Support Services 

Overall Analysis and Recommendations    

SWOT Analysis  

Recommendations for Improvement
	Mary Garrett 

Bret Danilowicz

Tom Bolger

Michael Camlin

Michael Camlin

Lisa Munk

Mary Garrett

Bret Danilowicz

Entire PRG

Entire PRG

Entire PRG

	
	

	
	

	4.2
	Sources Used

	
	

	
	The sources used by the PRG in the review and preparation of the PRG Report comprise the following:

· The SAR and accompanying appendices

· Interviews with the Co-ordinating Committee, the academic, technical and administrative staff of the Department, post-docs and project leaders, undergraduate and postgraduate students, demonstrators, the Head of Department, the Dean of Agriculture and a former graduate of the Department

· Copies of postgraduate theses

· The draft “Proposal to restructure Administrative Posts in the Faculty of Agriculture” by J. Mannion

· Publications by members of the Department

· Faculty of Agriculture circulars

· External Examiner Reports

· Student timetables

	
	

	
	

	4.3
	Peer Review Group's View of the Self-assessment Report

	
	

	
	We congratulate the Department on the effort invested in the SAR, and on the dedicated effort placed by the entire Department into the QA/QI process.  Ted Farrell and Damian Egan should both be recognised for their leadership roles during this process and Helen McCarthy for her major contribution to the organisation of the work of the Co-ordinating Committee. All members of the Department should be commended for their extremely positive response to the changes resulting from the QA/QI process over the past year and their ready recognition that these changes have been beneficial.

The PRG found the SAR to be comprehensive in its content, and, most important, open in its highlighting and discussion of issues, both positive and negative within the Department.  The effort invested into the SAR has allowed the PRG to come to terms with the management, teaching, and research in the time frame of three days.  The Co-ordinating Committee should be proud of the SAR, and the influence it will have upon the Department over the years to come. 

The only item lacking in the SAR was an overall SWOT analysis, which made the creation of comments on such a SWOT difficult for the PRG.  The SAR did provide strength and weaknesses for teaching and research, which were open and reflective, but were limited in their usefulness towards a SWOT analysis encompassing all the activities of the Department.

	
	


	5.
	THE FINDINGS OF THE PEER REVIEW GROUP

	
	

	
	Upon reflection of the practices within the Department, many positive points can be found, as well as certain areas where practice could be improved.  The process of developing teaching, research and policy development functions in the critical area of Environmental Resource Management has represented a formidable task in a comparatively recently established University department, particularly when the academic and technical staffs are firmly based in a range of pure and applied sciences. The Department’s strengths and achievements in a number of important areas such as internationalisation of the postgraduate student body and the general contentment of the undergraduate student body are not appreciated within or without the Department.  This could be alleviated by a regular review and documentation of the progress towards achieving goals set.  

The lack of written unified policies and procedures within the Department reduces the impact of the progress achieved in this and other areas and results in unnecessary difficulties on the introduction of new staff and students as well as loss of potentially useful techniques on the departure of staff.  All sections of the staff have welcomed the increased communication and personal contact that accompanied the QA/QI process.  In particular, approval for establishment and functioning of the Departmental Committee has been universally expressed.  The numbers involved in this Committee may seem high as all members of staff are entitled to attend and participate but the channel of communication it offers would appear to be essential to maintain the momentum for change and development within the Department.  It is essential that this Committee should become a Departmental institution.  The absence of grievance mechanisms possibly arises because of the low level of grievance in the Department and the ease of access for all staff members to the Head of Department.  Nevertheless institution of such a protocol would undoubtedly be a useful method of conflict resolution. 

The ERM is at a critical point in its development with much achieved and much still to be done.  The amalgamation of the various agriculture related basic sciences in the context of ERM 10 years ago was fortuitous because it anticipated the shift in the industry.  In particular, cross-compliance is a growing field in the EU but must continue to support the sustainability of Irish agriculture.  The opportunity now exists for the Department to serve as a focus for the direction in which the Faculty of Agriculture moves in the 21st Century.  This opportunity must be firmly grasped or it will pass into the remit of others.  These opportunities include taking on the responsibility for enunciating the role of environmental resource management in the Faculty of Agriculture and through this of influencing national policy.  Challenges include increasing the number of students in the Department in the face of falling numbers in the Agriculture Faculty in general.  
This fall in student numbers (38%) between the academic years 1999-2000 and 2003-2004 represents a fall in income for the Faculty while the relative stability of the student numbers in ERM represents a slight increase.  




	
	Table 1 Change in student numbers in undergraduate courses of the Faculty of Agriculture 1999-2003
Course


Year 

Credit
AES

ACP
AS
ARD
FS
ET
HS
LH
FOR
Second Year
AESC 2001
8
-
31
28
12
18
7
2
22
4
-

Ag & Env. Biol
1999-2000

8

12

63

50

37

15

5

2

14

11

2003-4

8

16

31

28

12

18

7

2

22

4

+4

-32

-22

-25

+2

+2

0

+8

-7

- drop in numbers, + increase in numbers; drop in 2nd yr students  between 1999 & 2003  79 when ERM intake is excluded , 63 when it is included

	
	Although the number of students is small, the Department is doing relatively well with respect to student numbers when compared with peer departments in the EU.  Nevertheless, marketing the programme to attract increasing   numbers of students specifically into ERM must be a priority for the Department.  The increasing public awareness, interest and support for the quality of the environment as evidenced by the proportion of students from urban backgrounds entering the undergraduate course should assist in attracting more students via the designated route.  The PRG has detected different trends in student selection of ERM at UCD.  These should be analysed and serve as a platform for a marketing and recruitment programme.

	
	

	
	

	5.1
	Department Details

	
	

	
	The PRG established the Faculty perspective on the ERM during the site visit.   We list a few background points from the Faculty perspective to couch the context of our review of the Department which follows. 

· The Department is currently seen by the Faculty as central to the development of the Faculty as a whole.

· It is seen by the Faculty as a research active Department with very substantial research funding.

· Because of this, the Faculty will support the development of the Department. For example, this is evidenced by the establishment of the Chair of Soil Science and the centering of this discipline within ERM.

· In return, the Department should increase the numbers of undergraduates, postgraduates and its publication rate. More extensive use of the University Facilities at Lyons Estate and at Thornfield would also be welcomed by the Faculty.

· The Faculty finances to the Department are currently determined to a large extent by the number of staff and the number of students in the Department. However, this will change to more closely resemble the University Resource Allocation Model which also has a research output component to it.

· The initiative of joint appointments and the development of more research links with Teagasc has to be encouraged.
In addition to the information provided in this chapter of the SAR, it should be noted that the academic staff of the Department contains diverse international membership that the PRG recognises as a strength within the ERM.

Since the time of the writing of the SAR, a herbarium which includes material collected by RL Praeger was discovered within the ERM.  This is a remarkable finding, and should be a resource widely promoted as being held within the Department.

The overall amount of office and research space available to the ERM appears adequate as viewed by the PRG.  However, it was noted that some of the staff offices did not have windows, and this should be considered in light of building regulations which outline the requirements for offices.
While space was viewed as adequate, it was noted by PRG that the standards of the infrastructure in the ERM would be below that present at similar institutes in the EU.  The expensive pieces of research equipment within the Department are aging with no schedule for replacement.  The lack of replacement of such equipment has directly resulted in academic staff of the ERM withdrawing from research contracts.  The University’s attention needs to be drawn to the lack of such a policy of replacement of expensive equipment, and the impact it is having upon the research potential of this Department.  The antiquated state of surfaces on laboratory bench tops is another example of such infrastructural inadequacies.
The Thornfield glasshouse facility is another example of the inadequacy of research infrastructure available to the ERM.  The Thornfield facility represents a key piece of infrastructure for teaching and research in the ERM, yet it is in an extreme state of disrepair and neglect.  The poor condition of this facility hinders the publication of results and introduces a vast quantity of wasted staff and student time due to failed experiments. 

The University must strive to provide and improve the infrastructure of the ERM such that it becomes at least equal to, if not superior to, its peer departments across the EU.

	
	

	
	

	5.2
	Department Planning, Management and Organisation

	
	

	
	This Department was formed from all or part of four small Departments in the late 1980s and members were very enthusiastic about the developments within the Department over the last year.  The development of a sense of inclusion and coming together, which had not been present previously, were commented upon frequently.  This should now be built upon and anything which helps further interaction and consolidation of a departmental identity be actively fostered.

The establishment of the Departmental Committee is welcomed in this area. This is widely perceived as being a valuable forum for discussion and the members of the Department feel that they can influence decisions and have their views heard in this forum.  We therefore recommend that the role of this Committee be formalised and that a regular schedule of meetings be put in place.

The establishment of a Departmental library/meeting room will also help interactions within the Department and the PRG wholeheartedly support its establishment.

The PRG see the Department as striving to develop an identity.  The feeling that the Department should continue to be firmly based in agriculture was seen by some academic staff to be in conflict with the development of a focus on environmental management.  The PRG believe that this apparent conflict can be overcome through the Department realising that it has a central role within the Faculty and that it is integral in the teaching of many of the degree programmes offered.

This realisation also means that the positioning of Plant Pathology, Crop Protection and Parasitology within the Department is correct.

The need for formalised management structures was recognised.  Such structures should be developed to provide mechanisms through which change can be introduced, to monitor performance and to allow equal opportunities for career development and promotion for all staff. 

Academic Staff

Current benchmarking procedures require that academic staff contribute to research, teaching and administration both within and outside of the Department.  Management structures need to be put in place to monitor academic staff activities in such a way that the Department is not reducing the promotional opportunities.  Additional data provided by the Department to the PRG indicate large discrepancies in the teaching and administrative duties of members of the academic staff and that these are not balanced by research activities. 

Strategic planning is critical if academic staff appropriate to the developing needs of the Department are to be appointed.  While the plan for the period to 2006 has already been considered, that PRG recommends that, given the age structure of the current academic staff, strategic planning for staffing over at least the next five years be developed. 

Administrative Staff

The administrative staff within the Department were widely praised and are perceived as performing duties beyond those required for the grades at which they are employed.  This appears to have been the situation for many years and the lack of promotional opportunities has meant that previous Executive Assistants (EAs) left to avail of promotional opportunities elsewhere within the University.  The PRG believe this to be very undesirable. 

With rotating Heads of Department, the administrative staff represents the only continuity within the Departmental administration and take on very significant roles within the Departmental administration.  Therefore an adequate, promotional structure is imperative.  The PRG therefore support, the “Proposal to Restructure Administrative Posts in the Faculty of Agriculture” which is currently under adjudication and recommend that it be accepted immediately. 

We further recommend that, given that one of the current post-holder has significantly expanded the duties of the post and sits on the Faculty Executive Committee as the representative of the administration staff, that one of the EA positions in the Department be immediately upgraded to reflect the duties and responsibilities of the post.

To facilitate this operation, administrative job descriptions should be updated to reflect present duties.

EAs act as minute takers for the Departmental Committee.  However, at the moment, they saw no problem with also making a contribution to the meeting.  However, as the Head of Department and committee membership changes, it would be useful to formalise their involvement on this committee as other than note-takers.

Technical Staff

There are currently six full-time and two part-time (job share) technicians in the Department. However, given the broad skill base required in a Department such as this, and the fact that people retiring, moving etc. have not all been replaced, the technical support base is thinly spread across the Department.  This means that, when class preparation is accounted for, there is a lack of technical assistance in some areas and, where it exists, there is no backup available should the person be absent for any reason.  Therefore, it is essential that allocation of technical assistance to research and teaching laboratories be managed effectively and that mechanisms be put in place to allow and encourage technical staff to acquire new skills as required.

The technical staff are members of the Departmental Committee and feel that they have adequate opportunity to influence departmental issues.  They also feel that they have sufficient access to both the Head of Department and Principal Technician.  However, the communication channel should be formalised as the Head of Department will change.

The initiative of the technical staff to shadow each other and develop key technical competencies to provide back-up for one another is welcomed and commended.  However, in order to further optimise the situation the PRG recommend that a line management system through the Principal Technician rather than through individual academic staff be introduced. 

At present the Department is in a stage of transition and many new technologies are being introduced to deal with environmental issues.  Therefore, a management protocol has to be established which would allow the retraining and repositioning of technical staff in the Department.  

Technical staff see no opportunities for promotion or advancement within the Faculty.  Although a Department of this size would be entitled to three Section Head Technicians, there is nobody at that grade.  The Department has supported the establishment of a Section Head Technician position within the Department and has brought this proposal to Faculty where it has been held up.  We recommend that this position be immediately granted to the Department and that the other positions be put in place in line with a strategic plan laid out by the Department.

The promotion to Senior Technician was also identified as a problem and situations exist where, due to financial constraints, this promotion was not granted despite a person doing the exact same level of work as the individual with which he/she job shares.  

The PRG feels that technical staff should be aware that the increasing level of qualifications required for promotion for new technical staff may eventually conflict with the promotional potential of technical staff members currently employed by the institute to the senior positions. 

	
	

	
	

	5.3
	Taught Programmes

	
	

	
	Teaching Focus

The PRG recognises that, with ongoing significant changes in the wider industry and the Faculty and also within the Department itself, the Department faces something of a moving target in trying to direct its teaching effort to its potential customers.

With its own degree courses, the Department is well placed for the future demand in environmental issues but it also needs to take better ownership of its teaching into other B.Agr.Sc. degree schemes within the Faculty and not regard this as simply lost to the Department as service teaching. 

This may also help reconcile some of the different pressures within the Department arising from the overall focus of the AES and MERM degrees on environmental issues within an overall agricultural environment.  This could be facilitated through active representation of the Department on the committees which manage the various degree programmes.

Student Recruitment

The PRG noted that the Department clearly recognises that student numbers are vitally important and, with environmental issues assuming a much greater significance within agriculture, feels it is eminently well-placed to capitalise on its unique position within Faculty in this area.

Student entry is mixed across farming and non-farming backgrounds in both AES and MERM degrees.  Students highlighted the value of Open Days for recruitment into the AES degree while the importance of a good website combined with personal contact was highlighted for recruitment into the MERM degree.

The PRG particularly commended the Department on the good international mix of students taking its MERM degree.

Student careers

The point was made to the PRG by the students taking the MERM degree that it was falling between two stools in not being of sufficient agricultural content to enable students to pursue careers in the agricultural sector while the title was inappropriate and problematical for careers in the wider environmental sector.

The PRG therefore strongly supports the proposal in the SAR for a change of name for this degree to Applied Environmental Sciences, while retaining the degree within the Agricultural Faculty.

Degree content

The mixed backgrounds of the students mean that a different balance has to be attained in providing appropriate agricultural grounding for those students from rural and urban backgrounds. 

Students in both the AES and MERM degree courses expressed, in particular, a wish to see more content on waste management, both at farm and municipal level.  

In this context the PRG would wish to remind the Department of the possibilities for enlisting input from other Departments and Faculties to enhance degree content in such more specialised areas.

Teaching Loads 

The PRG noted that the Department, as a whole, and individual members of academic staff appeared generally content with the distribution of teaching responsibilities.  Nevertheless, when we tabulated the figures there was clearly an imbalance - with certain individuals being particularly heavily loaded.

This dependence on a narrow teaching core introduces a risk for the delivery of teaching in the event of unforeseen circumstances and indeed reduces the opportunities for sabbatical leave for more heavily loaded individuals.

The PRG therefore recommends that there be greater transparency in respect of the distribution of teaching loads vis-à-vis research effort across the Department.  We also recommend that there should be an Annual Review of this balance both within the Department as a whole and with each individual lecturer.

External Examiners

The PRG strongly supports the initiative outlined in the SAR with respect to External Examiners with the proposal to, in the future, appoint individuals with a broader spectrum of responsibilities.

While the difficulties in identifying suitably informed individuals across a broad range of disciplines must not be underestimated, this initiative may help the continued coordination of the different disciplines across the Department in their overall teaching effort.

Teaching Methods

Students taking the AES degree appeared to have a high level of contact hours and much of the teaching appeared to be conventional lecture-based teaching.  Students expressed some concern about this together with a desire for more practically-oriented work including field visits.

Students also expressed the view that, across all courses, there was insufficient feedback, either formal or informal, to allow them to improve their competencies during the year.

The PRG also noted that a move towards more problem-based learning had been stated in the Self-assessment Report as an aspiration of the Department.  However, we were concerned that this was unlikely to happen without an overall policy being agreed and directed towards all lecturers, together with provision for the necessary training in such teaching methods.

Health and Safety
The PRG was concerned to note that students appeared to be unaware of any Departmental Health and Safety policy and had apparently received little or no Health and Safety training.

This is obviously an issue across all practicals and field visits but, in particular, it was pointed out to us that students were not given any training in farm safety prior to taking up farm work experience.

Even for those from a rural background this is a significant issue but for those from an urban background, we would be concerned that it is a serious omission.

The PRG therefore strongly recommends that the Department put in place a formal mechanism whereby Health and Safety issues are addressed by every member of academic staff as appropriate within each of their courses.

	
	

	
	

	5.4
	Teaching and Learning

	
	

	
	The PRG met students taking the MSc.(Agr.) degree in Environmental and Resource Management (MERM) and the B.Agr.Sc. degree in Agricultural and Environmental Science (AES) but did not meet any of the students taking courses taught by the Department within the other B.Agr.Sc.degree streams. 

The PRG met with one former graduate of the MERM who commented that the degree was highly satisfactory, and would recommend it to friends.  The graduate felt, however, that the degree would have been better if it had been taught interfaculty rather than just within Agriculture.  The individual commented that the atmosphere of the course and the nature of the ERM academic staff brought out the best in the MERM students.

A number of points were raised by the current set of students but without an intimate knowledge of the content and structure of the various courses the PRG feels unable to comment on their significance.  The PRG has therefore simply listed these below for the information of the Department and for academic staff to consider as appropriate.

M. Sc. (Agr.) in Environmental and Resource Management (MERM)

· Students were generally well-pleased with degree content and balance and, in particular felt that the courses were enjoyable and mind-opening.  Customer care was felt to be generally good with the lecturers very approachable.
· Students had a well-structured programme for developing their individual presentation skills with three presentations of increasing length and complexity throughout the year.

· Students expressed a desire for more practical experience including the inclusion of more placements in the place of projects and would have liked more worked examples using EIA and GIS in the degree.

· Students were not very clear on the practical significance of the different parts of the course and, in particular, would have liked more targeting on career relevance.  

· Students valued external input from industry and requested more such input to help their understanding of how the course material related to practice.

· Students expressed some concern about the way in which tutorials were structured and expressed a preference for a greater proportion of interactive guidance in preference to more formal lecture-type content.

B. Agr. Sc. in Agricultural and Environmental Science (AES)

· Students felt that ERM was a friendly Department and that they were shown good customer care.  They felt able to approach lecturers when required with ease.
· Students stated that they were taking the course as they thought that, with an environmental qualification, there might be better job opportunities in a changing industry.  They felt that information on career opportunities was vital but that the Careers Day was correct in concept but, in practice, not particularly effective in helping them in this respect.
· Almost half of the students stated that they would be interested in taking the MERM course if the opportunity presented itself.
· Students indicated that they normally only received feedback on assignments if they actively sought this by either approaching tutors or individual lecturers.  However, only half of the students had met their tutors formally.  All felt that more automatic feedback on assignments – at least on overall content, presentation and structure, if not actual marks - was important for continuing improvement and training.

· Students appreciated the opportunity to be able to provide feedback on the content and style of individual academic staff members in lectures but felt that this did not always result in change.

· Students tended to view some practical classes as a “free marks” exercise for turning up rather than as a training and hands-on exercise.  They expressed a wish for more structured farm visits and would have wished to see more use of Lyons estate within the Degree course.

· Students commented that they felt under considerable time pressure with a full formal lecture programme going on at the same time as they were trying to finalise and write up their projects.  Most felt that, depending on the nature of the project, some coaching on appropriate time management and milestones would have been useful.

· Students expressed the view that there was considerable variation in content, quality and workloads required for projects set by different academic staff members.

· Students felt that there should be increased emphasis on the more applied aspects of botany and plant pathology within the course.

	
	

	
	

	5.5
	Research and Scholarly Activity

	
	

	
	Research Focus

The Department of Environmental Resource Management has a central and unique role in the Faculty of Agriculture, being the Department most actively involved in integrating agricultural disciplines into an environmental context.  The Department has an active research programme with strong international contributions.

The Department conducts research in the areas Applied Zoology, Applied Botany, Plant–Pathogen Interactions, Soil Science and Forest Ecosystem Management.  Although the Department, in recent years, has had an increasing awareness of its responsibilities in environmental activities, the research is not yet fully integrated and in focus.  As new academic staff members are appointed and integrated into the Department, it is essential that the development towards the environmental nature of the Departmental research profile should continue to be intensified.  PRG supports the recommendation of SAR that the number of large-scale multidisciplinary projects should be increased.

The PRG welcomes the establishment of a Chair in Soil Science that will strengthen the research efforts in this area and supports the view expressed to us that the different elements in Soil Science should be brought together in this single Department.

During the visit the position of Plant Pathology within the Department was raised on several occasions. It is the opinion of the PRG that Plant Pathology fits well into the profile of the Department and that the overall activity in this discipline should not be reduced. 
The PRG finds it difficult to identity the multidisciplinary environmental elements of the research and suggests that the Department form additional cross-disciplinary teams involving all present research and academic areas.  There was also a need to develop research team names to give a clear identity and focus to the work being done.  This focus would become clearer the more the teams reached critical mass.
The Department is very good at attracting external research funding (€5.2 million in 1999 – 2002).  Approx €3 million was obtained by one academic staff member, while other academic staff members received from zero to €708,000.  However, the PRG noted that the income received by each academic staff member did not necessarily reflect the number of publications they produced.
Publications 

During the last 5 years, the number of peer-reviewed publications averaged 1.3 per annum per academic staff member, ranging from 0 to 27 per academic over this 5-year period.  The ERM academic staff frequently published in the best journals available in their field.  The annual Departmental publication rate was acceptable compared to the average Faculty rate but low compared to international standards. 

The publication rate within the ERM did not reflect the high level of external funding obtained.  However the PRG found that a proportion of research funding was for routine monitoring, which did not necessarily result in peer-reviewed publications. 

The PRG believes the Department should more carefully consider the balance of funding obtained for monitoring with its significant associated workloads against funding received for research that would directly result in peer-reviewed publications.  Expectations concerning rate of publications needed to be raised to be at least equal to the average of international peers in the same field.
Ph.D. Students

The current number of PhD students was 19 and these were associated with 8 academic staff.  The PRG commended the Department on the fact that these included a large number of international students, reflecting the high level of international contacts of the academic staff.

The PRG identified a number of potential difficulties relating to the PhD students, primarily with respect to the need for standardised procedures for supervision and training across the Department.  It appeared that the Department had no formal structure for the development of its postgraduate students in terms of training (regular feedback) and expectations during the study, evaluations of progress, quality assessments and output. 

The PRG recommends that a clear Departmental policy be formulated for the personal development of postgraduate students to be followed by introduction of a standardised manual with description of procedures.  A formalised structure for post-graduate supervision should be incorporated into these procedures, as well as guidelines for handling unforeseen problems and breach of contract.

The PRG also noted that, with funding normally covering only three years and most PhD studies within the Department requiring nearly four years to complete because of the nature of the work, a more coherent plan for funding the students after their first three years was needed.

Project Managers/Post-Doctoral Fellows

The Department should be complimented on the numbers of post-doctoral and project managers employed.  This indicates a truly research-active Department.  However, in order to integrate new personnel into the Department in an efficient manner, a policy of introducing such people to the Department at an early stage in a more structured manner should be developed. 

Post-doctoral fellows and project managers could be better valued within the Department.  Their position and responsibilities should be defined in a manner that would allow their expertise to be more fully utilised by the Department while at the same time enhancing their career development opportunities.  Post-doctoral fellows should be included in student supervision and teaching as appropriate and this contribution recognised.  Where they are involved in supervising students their efforts should also be recognised by appropriate inclusion as authors on papers.

The Departmental policy on access to technical assistance for all grades of research staff should be described explicitly.  As previously indicated, it has to be realised that the repository of technical skills should lie with the permanent technical staff in order that skills developed in or introduced into research groups are not lost with the fixed-term staff when they leave.  In order to facilitate this, a policy of shadowing and production of technical protocols must be developed.

Given the career-track nature of post-doctoral positions, accommodations may need to be reached between the employers and employees in order to allow writing of papers and the development of research proposals.  This is achievable if flexibility is demonstrated by both parties such that neither feels exploited.  In this context it is important that the positions of neither post-doctoral fellows nor research project managers be seen as replacement for involvement by academic staff.

Interdepartmental Research Communication

The PRG found that the opportunity for provision of research communication across the different research interests within the Department left room for improvement.  The organisation of regular research seminars for the whole Department would give postgraduates and post-doctoral fellows an overview of the work from a larger group and be of benefit to their overall personal development and to the transfer of skills within the Department. 

	
	

	
	

	5.6
	External Relations

	
	

	
	The Department has a wide range of external relations, which are distributed throughout the University, Ireland and International communities as indicated in the SAR.  The PRG viewed the external relations of the Department as adequate across the categories presented. 

The administrative activity in support of the University by the academic staff of ERM is not widely recognised, although members of the Department are members or organisers of key University committees and events, such as the annual UCD Open Days.  To counteract this, members of the Department may have to put greater emphasis on their Department of origin when co-operating with extra-Departmental bodies.

	
	

	
	

	5.7
	Support Services

	
	

	
	The Personnel Department has the responsibility for advertising available staff positions within the Department.  Recently, the advertisements coordinated by the Personnel Department for an academic staff appointment were not advertised broadly enough, and a suitable candidate could not be found from the few applicants, forcing the re-advertisement of the position.  This caused a cascade of problems for the Department due to the subsequent delay in appointment of a suitable staff member.  Staff appointments must be advertised as widely as possible the first time by the Personnel Department.

The Department comments in the SAR that they would like to move towards using problem-based learning in their courses.  However, the Centre for Teaching and Learning does not currently provide courses in the area of PBL.  Such courses, or several courses linked into a comprehensive learning programme for staff, if developed and provided by the CTL, would be extremely useful to the Department for implementing such alternative instruction methods.  Such courses should be developed as soon as possible as it is presently an opportune time for the staff to incorporate PBL into their course structure.

The level of maintenance provided to the Department at Thornfield is simply not adequate.  This glasshouse facility is in an extreme state of disrepair and neglect and we understand that the maintenance of this facility falls under the remit of the Buildings and Services Department.  The poor condition of this facility hinders the publication of results and introduces a vast quantity of wasted staff and student time due to failed experiments resulting from the poor record of maintenance.  We felt the facility was at present not a safe working environment, as broken glass was present above head level.  This safety concern should be addressed immediately by the Buildings and Services Department.  

Beyond the problems with maintenance itself, the Thornfield facility is quite old and precludes the possibility of performing many types of research due to adequate or lack of controls (for example temperature and light intensity).  The present method of manual shading controls implemented by the on-site technical staff raised safety concerns with the PRG.  The PRG recommends that the University provide funding to allow this multi-user facility to be upgraded to a standard that would allow modern, reliable research to be conducted.

With respect to Computing Services, it is clear that undergraduate students do not feel adequately served by either the University, Faculty or Departmental computer facilities.  As few students questioned had home computers, their computing needs must be met on campus. Both undergraduates and post-graduates in the Department commented that the Faculty computer facilities generally crashed too often, that available printing facilities were limited, and that the Departmental computers did not have some of the key software necessary for coursework.  Only some computers have Internet access, while only a few other, different computers had access to printing facilities.  Computer resources provided to the ERM by the Faculty and by Computing Services itself should be improved, and Computer Services should facilitate the complete networking of available student computers within the Department.

Photocopiers in the Faculty are heavily used.  Access to these photocopiers is needed by undergraduates, post-graduates, and post-docs, as they do not have ready access to the Departmental photocopier.  Unfortunately, the photocopiers available on the ground floor of the Agriculture building were stated as often being in need of servicing or not working at all, causing an unnecessary delay for all individuals concerned.  The photocopy service providers rely too heavily upon reactive maintenance.  The Faculty should, by direct communication to the photocopy service providers, strive to improve the pro-active maintenance schedule of these photocopiers.

The Careers Office, at the present time, is not providing an effective service for students of the ERM.  Guidance through the Careers Office is presently not integrated into the curriculum.  The few ERM students who independently approached the Careers Office stated they were not supported with their queries as they were treated as if they were Arts or Commerce students.  Students would appreciate hearing what is available in terms of further education based upon their Faculty of Agriculture degree and the associated deadlines for applications to such courses.  Also, instruction on how to prepare a CV, interview skills, and similar life-long learning skills needed by students was not provided to them by the Careers Office.  The students felt that the Careers Day event held in the Faculty was extremely ineffective, and did not replace the more continual and integrated services which should be provided by the Careers Office to ERM students.



	
	


	6.
	OVERALL ANALYSIS OF STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, OPPORTUNITIES AND THREATS /CONCERNS (SWOT ANALYSIS)

	
	

	
	The SAR did not provide an overall SWOT analysis, which has made the creation of comments on such a SWOT more difficult for the PRG.  The SAR did provide strength and weaknesses for teaching and research, which were open and reflective, and we have built upon these to create the following SWOT analysis.

	
	

	
	

	6.1
	Strengths

	
	

	
	· Excellent Departmental administrative assistance

· Teaching staff are easily accessible to undergraduate students

· Provision of a broad range of courses within the subject areas

· High rating of most courses and teaching-staff by students

· Satisfaction of most students with the overall AES programme

· Satisfaction of most students with MERM courses

· Willingness of most staff to adopt new teaching and assessment approaches

· New atmosphere of communication among members of the Department 

· Nationally and internationally recognised research programmes

· Strong commitment to conduct research to service the national community

· Good track record in securing external funding 

· Good research culture among post-graduate students and post-doctoral staff

· Capacity to attract international post-graduate students and staff

· Adequate laboratory space, office space and library facilities

· Newly rediscovered heritage herbarium within the Department

	
	

	
	

	6.2
	Weaknesses

	
	

	
	· No clear strategic plan to achieve Departmental goals

· History of a declining number of technical positions within the Department

· Low morale among technical and administrative staff with respect to the potential for promotion

· Few opportunities for social contact among members of staff and students

· No plan or reorganisation/allocation of research space based on activity of staff members

· Lack of safety training for new research staff and students

· Inadequate focus and direction of AES degree programme

· Persistence of traditional teaching structures

· Variable quality of teaching across different subject areas

· Insufficient co-ordination of student assignments

· Lack of clearly defined system for technical support of teaching

· Weak communication structure among technical staff, and between technical staff and post-graduate students, and post-doctoral staff

· Lack of formal, open discussions on teaching, administrative and research loads of academic staff

· Imbalanced teaching loads may preclude some staff members from taking sabbatical leave

· Over-emphasis on passive learning processes and formal exams for assessment

· Insufficient feedback to undergraduates on assignments to allow them to improve their abilities during academic terms.

· Insufficient co-ordination of external examination across the AES degree programme

· Low numbers of postgraduate students relative to the number of academic staff

· The potential for multidisciplinary research collaboration is not fully exploited

· One-third of academic staff are not research active

· Departmental publication rate (in peer-reviewed journals) is less than average by international standards

· The lack of written unified policies and procedures within the Department (including for example, post-graduate guide, post-doctoral and project manager guide, and grievance procedures)

	
	

	
	

	6.3
	Opportunities

	
	

	
	· The Department is well-placed to meet the environmental challenges of a changing agricultural sector

· The new levels of communication between members of the Department which can be built upon
· The Department is currently seen by the Faculty as central to the development of the Faculty as a whole
· The centralisation of Soil Science within this Department
· The initiative of joint appointments and the development of more research links with Teagasc
· The change in name of the ERM degree to Applied Environmental Sciences

· The initiative of the technical staff to shadow each other and develop key technical competencies to provide back-up for one another
· Willingness of some post-doctoral staff to become involved with teaching

· Potential to utilise teaching expertise in some environmental topics from  other departments on campus

	
	

	
	

	6.4
	Threats / Concerns

	
	

	
	· Inadequate promotional prospects for technical and administrative staff

· Age structure of academic staff and technical staff is not evenly distributed among age categories, with particular gaps in middle- career staff.

· If key members of academic staff left or became ill, the imbalanced teaching loads leave all staff members at risk of massive            increases  in their teaching loads

· Lack of internal funds for research and maintenance of research equipment

· Falling numbers of students in Ireland for Agricultural-based undergraduate degrees

· Degenerate condition of the Thornfield Research Facility

· Computing and photocopy services for undergraduates in need of improvement

· Careers Office does not provide adequate support to AES or MERM students

	
	

	
	


	7.
	RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT

	
	

	
	· Develop a plan to increase awareness of proper Health and Safety practices in the Department as a matter of urgency

· Establish a Departmental library/meeting room as soon as possible to build upon the atmosphere of improved communication within the Department

· Develop a five-year Departmental strategic plan, which includes both the wider vision for the Department and the steps needed to reach specific targets

· Develop a long term plan for renovation of research and teaching facilities

· Raise the Department goal concerning the publication rate in peer-reviewed journals to at least equal to the average of international peers in the same field

· Formalise the role of the Departmental Committee and put in place a regular schedule of meetings

· Implement an Annual Review to monitor the balance between the research, teaching, and administrative duties of academic staff.  This balance should also to be reviewed in light of promotional opportunities for academic staff members
· Organise regular research seminars for the whole Department

· Institute a formal grievance policy and procedure for future conflict resolution

· Re-organise the line-management structure among the technical staff to maximise the use of technical expertise and time in both teaching and research

· Introduce an agreed career development plan for all technical staff members
· Develop a plan for the re-organisation/re-allocation of research space based on the activity of staff members

· Review the location of staff offices with the goal of having a window in each office
· Continue to seek funds for the renovation of the Thornfield glasshouse facility

· Consult with the UCD Centre for Teaching and Learning to explore the development of staff training in the areas of problem-based learning
· Improve the quality and timeliness of feedback to students to allow them to improve their competencies during the year
· Strive to increase the number of large-scale multidisciplinary projects in the Department

· Increase the marketing of the AES programme to attract more students specifically into the ERM

· Develop a clear Departmental policy for the personal development of postgraduate students to be followed by the introduction of a standardised manual with description of procedures

· Develop a clear Departmental policy for the introduction of post-doctoral fellows and Project Managers to the Department, and for opportunities for publication and personal development
· Seek the immediate granting for one Section Head post from the Faculty, and develop the strategic plan for creating and filling the other two Section Head positions

· Seek the immediate granting for promotion of one of the Executive Assistants positions in the Department to reflect the duties and responsibilities of the post

	
	


	8.
	RESPONSE OF THE DEPARTMENTAL CO-ORDINATING COMMITTEE TO THE PRG REPORT

	
	

	
	The ERM QA/QI Co-ordinating Committee would like to thank the Peer Review Group for the clear, unequivocal and comprehensive nature of their Report.  It is gratifying that the PRG recognise that the Department should have a central role in the Faculty and that the positioning within the Department of agriculturally-orientated subjects such as plant pathology, crop protection and parasitology is correct, despite the need to further develop the focus on environmental issues.  We are also grateful that the PRG drew attention to several issues that have given rise to concern within the Department for some considerable time and are largely outside our control. These include:

1. The requirement to improve and update equipment and facilities in order to at least equal those of peer departments elsewhere.

2. The very poor state of the Thornfield glasshouse facility.

3. The need for a departmental library/meeting room to encourage communication and facilitate collaborative teaching and research.

4. The need to take ownership and be proactive in the development of service teaching.

5. The need to fill the Section Head post to which the Department is entitled.

6. The need for promotion of one of the Executive Assistants to a level commensurate with current duties and responsibilities.

The recommendations made by the PRG are gratefully acknowledged and include several which the Department can implement without delay, such as re-organisation of line-management structures, formalisation of the role of the Department Committee, better documentation of all activities, increased Health and Safety awareness, and increased participation in teaching and learning courses.  Other important recommendations, which will take longer to implement, are strongly endorsed by the Committee.  These include, a five-year development plan (the Department is actively involved in the Faculty Development Plan), development of departmental policies on introduction and orientation procedures for postgraduates and postdoctorates, introduction of career development plans for technical staff, long-term planning for the renovation of teaching and research facilities, and robust marketing of the AES programme.  It should be noted here that during the last year the terms of reference for several permanent working groups with rotating membership (e.g. teaching committee, research committee, budgetary control committee) were revised in order to address some of these issues.
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