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The History of the MCR Constitution (Standing Orders) 
 
The Beginning  
 

The MCR Standing Orders started as the Constitution of the Middle Common Room 
of University College when first formally assembled. It was formally recognised by the 
Governing Body of University College on Wednesday the 13th of October 1999, and was 
ratified by the first properly constituted Middle Common Room of University College on 
Tuesday the 2nd

 
of November 1999. This was the latest step in a long history of graduate and 

postgraduate life in College, which was felt at the time of writing to be in need of formation 
and direction, particularly in light of the Warden's desire to see academic life in the Colleges 
promoted.  
 

Graduate and postgraduate involvement in College goes back to the Thorp Club, an 
informal gathering of postgraduates largely for social purposes. However, with each passing 
year a merely social grouping seemed increasingly inadequate. Discussions with numerous 
postgraduates across the University revealed a general malaise in their treatment: they felt 
uninformed and excluded from the altogether different experience of Durham's 
undergraduates. The most logical place to target such a malaise lies in the strength of the 
College, wherein the movers behind this Common Room feel is by far the most conducive 
atmosphere for welcome and inclusion. Simply being included as members of Junior 
Common Rooms was a start, but it did not go far enough. JCR Executive Committees are 
overworked every year in preparing for the arrival of first year undergraduates (whose needs 
are very different from older arrivals), and so an MCR Executive Committee was needed to 
ensure that proper preparation was made for the arrival of new graduates and postgraduates. 
On arriving in College, they would be members of a Common Room peculiar to their 
concerns. It was felt to be important that their concerns were located in the context of another 
common room since many of its members are mature or at least older students whose views 
can be somewhat different from the younger members of the JCR, and also its members 
predominantly lived outside College and required a more sharply focused point of contact 
within it.  
 

It was with these and other concerns in mind that a group of postgraduates began, in 
1998, to assemble a Middle Common Room. Attempts were hampered by dissertation 
deadlines and logistical problems, and foundered on the compromise of creating a 'middle 
common room- society' within the JCR, and plans were eventually dropped. A constant 



problem has always been perceived in continuity, since so many of the members of the 
Middle Common Room remain within it for only one year, and so potential solutions to the 
problem had to be found.  
 

The Constitution attempted to minimise the problems in several ways. Firstly, an 
Executive Officer of the Common Room (the Convenor) was appointed in order to see that 
Officers are in place each year. Secondly, it allows for all those who enter the Common 
Room in the following academic year both to stand for election and to vote; new as well as 
existing members. And finally, the Common Room's membership was widened by the 
presence of older members of the Junior Common as Associate Members.  
 

College Officers and others have been immensely encouraging, and with this in mind 
it is hoped that this renewed project will mark the beginning of greater postgraduate strength 
and involvement in University College, and that they will be better able to make their 
distinctive contribution to College felt.  
 
The 2009 Amendment  
 

Since its formal creation in 1999, the Middle Common Room of University College 
continued to develop and expand. Numbers of postgraduates applying to be members of 
College had steadily risen, and the establishment of University College postgraduate 
accommodation for the first time in 2008 cemented this growth, building on the initial aims 
of those founder members of the MCR who wished to create an atmosphere conducive to 
welcome and inclusion.  
 

The constitutional amendments of 2009 contained changes necessitated by decisions 
reached in the constitutionally required form as well as the need to modify certain 
anachronisms that had developed over the first ten years of the MCR’s existence. They were 
presented to and ratified by the MCR on Wednesday 13th  January 2010.  
 

The increase in membership led to several important changes. Firstly, it was agreed 
by the MCR that associate membership would no longer be offered to fourth year 
undergraduates, as their interests and aims were best served by being solely members of the 
JCR, and that the MCR should exist primarily for the benefit of postgraduate members of 
College. Additionally it was also agreed that the limited distinction between honorary and 
associate membership would be abolished, with only ordinary and associate membership 
remaining.  

 
At the suggestion of James Gate (President 2008-09), the membership of the 

Executive Committee was expanded to help not only run the larger MCR as a body within 
College, but also to engage with the MCRs of other colleges and other external institutions, 
ensuring that postgraduate members of College could benefit fully from the opportunities 
offered during their time at the University of Durham. It was also suggested that the enlarged 
Executive Committee was to be elected in accordance with a new timetable. It was decided 
that the positions of President and Treasurer (regarded as the ‘core’ executive positions) were 
to be elected at the end of Easter Term to ensure continuity and oversee preparations for the 
arrival of new MCR members at the beginning of Michaelmas term, whilst the remaining 
positions (Secretary, Steward, Welfare Representative and Durham Students’ Union 
representative) would be elected at the beginning of Michaelmas term. It was the opinion of 
the MCR that this system allowed new members to stand and vote for a range of positions, 



thereby allowing for and encouraging the involvement of new members, whilst at the same 
time ensuring the long term stability of the MCR through the election of the positions of 
President and Treasurer by an electorate with experience of the MCR In addition, a Freshers 
Committee was also established to assist the newly elected President and Treasurer to run the 
MCR prior to the election of the rest of the Executive Committee.  
 
The 2013 Amendment  
 

In Epiphany 2013, the MCR Constitution was again amended, by unanimous vote of 
an Ordinary Meeting of the MCR, to reflect changes in the wider representative structures of 
the University, and to assist in the running of the Common Room, which had grown to over 
200 members by Michaelmas 2012.  

 
Firstly, the position of DSU Representative was abolished, reflecting changes in the 

DSU Council and the creation of separately elected DSU Representatives per college, rather 
than per common room. Secondly, it was felt that the growing size of the Common Room, 
and the increasing time commitment required from the President to ensure its smooth 
operation, necessitated the establishment of a Vice-Presidency. The Vice-President would be 
responsible for representing the MCR externally, and for assisting the President in the day-to-
day running of the MCR The creation of this role also gave the MCR an officer who could 
act in lieu of the President if he or she is absent, particularly when dealing with College and 
University authorities.  

 
Finally, amendments were made to introduce electronic voting by secret ballot, 

replacing postal votes by email. This measure does not replace the traditional method of 
election used in the MCR, but instead allows absent members to vote in a more secure and 
democratic manner.  
 
The 2014 Amendments  
 

In Epiphany 2014, the Constitution was updated to represent the greatly increased 
activity of the MCR and to correct numerous errata and remaining anachronisms. It now 
included a Social Committee and Ball Committee headed by the Social Chair, and an 
Academic Events Committee headed by the Vice-President.  

 
It was again redrafted, and renamed ‘standing orders’ in line with the ‘Durham 

Student Organisation’ framework, during the Long Vacation of 2014 in order to reflect the 
much expanded size of the MCR, new electoral arrangements and to accommodate general 
harmonisation of the document. It was presented to the MCR for ratification on Wednesday 
22nd October 2014.  
 
The 2015 Amendments 
 

At the Michaelmas Ordinary Meeting of the MCR significant changes to the standing 
orders were presented for a vote. The vote rendered a two-thirds majority for approval of all 
changes; however, quorum of 20% of the MCR was not reached. Many of the proposed 
changes were necessary for the MCR to continue to operate so the issue was brought to 
College Office. Because College Office and College Council have ultimate authority to 
change the standing orders the proposed changes were sent to them for approval. At the 
Michaelmas 2015 College Council meeting the significant changes to the standing orders 



were approved. These changes included but were not limited to: 
 

• Removal of redundant or conflicting information. 
• Removal of Associate Membership. 
• Removal of the positions of Vice-President and Secretary. 
• Substantial changes to the duties of the executive positions. 
• Inclusion of a permanent CCA Rep. 
• Changing the Returning Officer to Internal Affairs Officer and expanding the 

role. 
• Reducing quorum for ratification to 10% of the MCR. 
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