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Don Barr

Ofter You Can’t Refuse

— A CAO

Aubrey O’ Connell

He may not be seen devouring books
in the library or addressing lectures in
the Foundation but behind the scenes
Don Barry pulls the strings in UL. An
Focal sat down with the President to
find out what he thinks about student
life, campus development and the
creep of University fees.

Generally maintaining a low-key
approach, the paths of students and
their President don’t often cross. Apart
from the initial welcome speech,
sightings can be rare, with Mr. Barry
reservedly toiling away in Plassey
House. So what exactly is it that our
President does? In accounting for his
role, he announces the position as
having three main responsibilities;
Development of the Strategic Plan,
Public Representation and what he
refers to as his most “onerous” duty,
being accountable to the Oireachtas
for how money is spent.

However, even with such pressing
matters at hand, the students remain
a key part of Barry’s focus. Referring
regularly to the “student experience”,
he explains that University is about
more than simply hitting the books.
“Life continues while you are a

President Barry commending the award winners at 2009’s Bank of Ireland UL alumni awards.

student. We want students to have a
good social life and be challenged by
things that might have nothing to do
with their program. A good example
is the Presidents Volunteer Award,
where we try and provide explicit
recognition of students’ contribution
to society and of course it helps
enhance a CV!”

Indeed considering the student
experience to be so important, it
formed part of last year’s ‘Pioneering
and Connected’ strategic plan, which
aims to tackle areas like University
drop-out rates and increase research
by 2015. Although only a year into
the plan, Mr. Barry announces his
contentment with progress made. The
7 Weeks programme, which serves to
ease the transition for students from
secondary level to University, has
been a particular success. “We're in
our second year of operation and are
continually trying to make it better.
I think it has been well received by
students so far. Drop-out rates too
have shown a modest decrease and
we hope to reach a 95% progression
rate from first to second year by the
plans completion”

UL this year placed in the top 100

Universities under 50 years-old, to
the particular delight of its President.
While stating his intention to run the
University by the strategic plan and
not become “obsessed” with rankings,
he concedes their importance on the
international stage. “It was a great
achievement to place in the top
100. Our position in league tables
is important in terms of how the
world sees us when its looking at us
from very far away. The second goal
of Pioneering and Connected talks
about research performance, this
really is the aspect which we need to
work very hard at over the next five
years and one which would provide
a natural increase in our league
rankings”.

With UL40 (ULs 40th anniversary
celebrations, if youve been in a
cave!) now well underway, Mr. Barry
considers it a great time for students
to get involved in the action. “I think
students always like a celebration!
They have a lot to be proud of and a
lot to celebrate and there will be a lot
of opportunities throughout the year.
The current students are all part of
the story of UL and I hope they will
see opportunities for themselves to

participate and celebrate 40 years of
the institution.”

As the student contribution now
looks set to continue its increase for
the foreseeable future, Mr. Barry feels
that the future of funding is an issue
with no easy solution and one which
he too finds it difficult to wrap his
head around.

“There are projections now for
much larger amounts of students
going through third level education.
This is going to have to be shared
between students and the taxpayer
but striking the right balance is very
much a political decision and is in the
hands of the government”.

It isn't all bad news, however. The
unparalleled growth and construction
experienced on campus in recent
years seems set to continue with
two new research buildings on the
cards. Located in the Lonsdale, state
funding will see an extension to the
current MSSI building while Chuck
Feeney will support the construction
of a second research development.
This building will house the Bernal
project which seeks to enhance the
University’s science and engineering
capabilities. These however, won't be

the only developments on campus:
“Probably what I'm most excited
about are a number of student-
orientated developments around the
University. Among these will be the
redevelopment of Maguire’s field to
make it more of an asset to students
and an extension to the Arena,
particularly a climbing wall which was
taken away during redevelopment of
the sports science building and a new
diving facility”

“Most exciting, though, are the plans
to create an advanced student centre
on campus with much better facilities
than are currently available. “Of
course it’s a tough time for students
financially but this is an investment
which will benefit future cohorts of
students and one which they can be
very proud of”.

You can have your say on these
developments when the Student
Levy Referendum goes to vote on
Thursday, 15th November.
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