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Swan Song
by Charles Draimin

I will report on three important yet unfinished files that CUFA has been involved with recently—benefits
review, eConcordia and travel allowances. I will give most space to the benefits review: of the three, it is the
most complex and it has the greatest financial implications for members. The benefits review is also the one
file that I will continue to be involved with for CUFA after the end of my term as president.

BenefBenefBenefBenefBenefits Rits Rits Rits Rits Reeeeevievievievieviewwwww

I know that benefits is not everyone’s idea of a riveting discussion topic, but we should all be concerned about
proposed changes in our benefits program as it is worth a lot to us—overall, benefits represents almost 9% of
payroll. Moreover, if the outcome of the current benefits review process leaves us with poorer coverage, we
will all be unhappy.

One might usefully think about the current benefits negotiation as a performance in which the plot changes
without notice. It might be interesting to enjoy as a spectator event, except that we, the faculty, are on the
stage, not in the audience, and we don’t have the script. It is a little disconcerting. In the February issue of
CUFA Report, I wrote optimistically about the progress I was looking forward to after so little had happened
for more than a year. A satisfactory outcome is still possible, but it will be so despite the Administration’s 180
degree change of tack.

Early this past December all the unions at Concordia, CUFA included, chose to accept the Administration’s
offer of the negotiation table over the Benefits Committee for the purposes of designing a new benefits
program. CUFA chose to negotiate on its own; the eight other unions agreed to sit at a common table. For
CUFA, negotiating on its own was an obvious choice:
getting agreement with the other unions on objectives
and procedures would have been very difficult given
the differences in size, demographics and other
characteristics between us and the other unions. As it
turned out, we were not the only ones for whom a
common table was a problem. Differences arose
among the other unions and in April two of the
unions left the common table.

In early May, citing slow progress, the Administra-
tion abruptly broke off benefits negotiations and
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announced a new start to the benefits review
process. In a letter to all parties, Me Bram Freed-
man and Mr Michael Di Grappa, the Vice-Presi-
dents who represent the Administration in the
benefits review, outlined a new process that would
involve returning to the Benefits Committee but
adding consultation (not negotiation) with the
unions and with the retirees. They expressed their
hope of achieving a consensus but, failing that,
stated that they would proceed on their own, taking
legal advice to ensure that the new benefits program
could withstand any challenge.

On the face of it, the Administration’s sudden
about-face on negotia-
tions is somewhat
strange. Negotiations had
just started this past
January in response to
the Administration’s
offer in the fall. How
could negotiations be
deemed to have failed in
just four months? It was
understandable that
progress would be slow
initially, if only because
of the number of the
parties involved (two
tables, nine different
unions plus the retirees), the information required
and the time needed to digest it. In fact, preparatory
work was necessary at both tables and this took
most of the winter. For CUFA, this involved the
Administration collecting data on costs and claims
experience of our members so we could value our
program. In late April we were given most of the
cost data but none of the claims data, so we still did
not have what we felt we needed to begin negotia-
tions.

Why this swinging back and forth, from the original
Benefits Committee model with the Administration
guiding the process, to negotiation with all the
unions, and then back to a modification of the
original process? I believe that this is a result of a
discontinuity between an evolving labour environ-
ment and Concordia traditions, all compounded by
some fiscal shocks. In the past few years there have
been big changes in the institutional framework

governing benefits at Concordia, in particular,
unionization and the impact of labour law; at the
same time there has been next to no change in how
our benefits policies are developed and managed at
Concordia. No major proposals for change have
come forward until now, so the inconsistency has
not been an issue. However, a new concern for cost
cutting, quite likely coming from the Board of
Governors—one which we are also seeing in other
areas of university administration—has changed all
this.

Benefits have traditionally been the employer’s
prerogative at Concordia and the Administration
has continued to look at it in this way. With union-
ization, however, benefits are negotiable; in fact

they are mentioned in
one way or another in
most collective
agreements—see, for
example, the CUFA
Collective Agreement:
Article 41, Benefits;
Article 33, Sick leave;
and Article 35,
Maternity leave.
While the extent of
union rights in respect
of benefits review in
the current situation,
i.e., mid-contract, is

not clear, what is clear is that in the longer run
benefits are negotiable. The Administration was no
doubt aware of this when, after receiving a letter
from the Inter-Union Council objecting to being left
out, they suspended the original Benefits Commit-
tee process and offered to negotiate. This is under-
scored by their explicit linking of benefits and
salary in the offer: “[benefits plans would be
negotiated] as part of total compensation [emphasis
added] at each bargaining table or a common table
starting immediately.” (It is this link of benefits to
total compensation that brings benefits into the
bargaining process.) To summarize, the Administra-
tion would prefer to maintain control over benefits
as it traditionally has, yet it knows that now or soon
it will have to bargain them. And so they would
prefer to have our consent. But because our current
rights are not spelled out in all our collective
agreements, they feel that they may have the right
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to make changes now that they would like to have.

Hence the back and forth. But now there seems to
be pressure to conclude the benefits review process,
and so negotiations are being wound up even
though they have not been given a chance.

In trying to regain the initiative, the Administration
is framing the current difficulties as though the
unions and retirees have stepped out of role. As
they present it, benefits review is simply a technical
exercise in which we all allow ourselves to be
guided by the expert consultants. In this story,
bringing in the differing interests of the various
players (unions, retirees, Administration) is inap-
propriate, or, if it cannot be avoided, it is something
that can be treated as a design issue and dealt with
in an even handed way by the consultants.

At this point it is difficult to predict how things will
evolve. The Administration is very determined to
follow a schedule that will see a new benefits
program adopted by Christmas. They would like to
have our consent to implement a plan but they have
made it clear that if they do not achieve this, they
will take advice on how proceed on their own. The
University Administration has certain objectives
that they have spelled out in very general terms.
The unions too have objectives, but they are not all
the same. The nature of the discussions, first in the
Benefits Committee and more recently at the other
negotiations table did not provide for these differ-
ences and there were predictable problems. It is
difficult to see how the next stage will be more
successful.

I don’t think that the new consultative process with
many parties represented at one table will solve the
problems that we have already seen, particularly as
it is not clear where and how decisions will be
taken. It is possible, for example, that a consensus
could be declared even if a number of parties are
dissatisfied, and some perhaps very dissatisfied. If
this is the case, benefits could again be an issue for
some unions just as soon as the next negotiations
for a collective agreement begin. Negotiations as
had been planned in January had a better chance of
success because only such a process can provide for
the needs of the different groups (such as differ-
ences in average salaries and demographic charac-

teristics) and accommodate them through variation
in plan design and financing.

eConcoreConcoreConcoreConcoreConcordiadiadiadiadia

In September 2008, CUFA signed a letter of agree-
ment with the Administration over eConcordia. This
agreement, that effectively brought the preparation
and teaching of eConcordia courses into our
Collective Agreement, had been promised from the
signing of the last Collective Agreement in 2003.
Two years later, it is time to renew the agreement
and to deal with two issues that have arisen in this
period, academic control and remuneration. The
first is to strengthen academic control over
eConcordia courses. This includes approval of
course content and the course’s place in
department’s programs. The intention is to ensure
that eConcordia courses are, from an academic
point of view, managed on the same basis as all
other University courses. The second is to recog-
nize that financial compensation for the preparation
of an eConcordia course has not been sufficient to
encourage the participation of many CUFA mem-
bers in eConcordia. We are proposing to allow
members the option of preparing a course as a Work
rather than as a Commissioned Work, and to be
remunerated under article 24. Such an agreement
would give eConcordia the right to use the work for
three years with an option to renew.

TTTTTrrrrraaaaavvvvvel alloel alloel alloel alloel allowwwwwancesancesancesancesances

Now I come to the issue that has exercised the
CUFA membership more than any other this past
year, the elimination of travel allowances. Travel
allowances (or travel grants) have been offered to
faculty and librarians one way or another for years.
Some have been financed out of Faculty budgets,
some from other sources. The conditions under
which travel qualified for support varied across
Faculties as did the way in which the applications
were handled. A major difference from one Faculty
to another, however, was the amount of money
available per member. I would not say that this last
difference was a secret, but as long as the money
was being paid, it was not an issue. I should also
point out that travel allowances has not been a
CUFA matter, which is to say, it is not in the
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Collective Agreement and had, to my knowledge,
never been a matter of discussion between CUFA
and the Administration. As long as travel allow-
ances were not a problem, CUFA’s role also was not
an issue.

It is no surprise that sometimes you have to lose
something to value it. As part of a budgeting cutting
exercise, travel allowances were dropped a year
ago. For reasons that have to do with Faculty
politics, the reaction varied, but by the fall, it was
clear that some sort of travel allowance was going
to be restored. There is a new university-wide
policy in place now. It is an implicit policy in the
sense that you must fill out a computer form to see
what is valued and what isn’t, what is allowed and
what isn’t and how this translates in a travel allow-
ance. I won’t go into the details except to say that
instead of differences by Faculty, there are now
differences by seniority; moreover, presenting a
paper is no longer a requirement (as was the case in
some Faculties in the past): you can get support for
travel by just attending a conference. On the other
hand, the maximum amount is now only about
$500, less—one might say considerably less—than
the maximum in at least three Faculties under the
old rules. The logic of the reduced maximum would
seem to be as follows: the Administration has put a
ceiling on the total payout which should not exceed
the aggregate amount expended last year. The more
liberal qualification conditions mean that more
members will draw on the fund. So, with more
people—perhaps up to twice as many—expected to
share a fixed amount of money, the average (and the
maximum) payout must be greatly reduced.

So what have we learned from this? First, the total
amount of money available for faculty travel
allowances should be higher. Research grants do
normally provide for travel but not always. More
important, research funding is not so easily avail-
able in some disciplines as others. If the total is as
limited as it seems to be, many faculty members
will have to do with very little travel support or
none at all. Second, the individual maximum is too
low. It is not just low compared to other universi-
ties, it is low compared to what the individual
maximums were for faculty members in at least
three Faculties at Concordia last year. This is

discouraging and leaves faculty members with the
feeling that research is not valued by their own
institution.

An increase in the travel allowance budget is a
reasonable expectation. Travel—primarily for
research—is part of what most of us do. A larger
budget would allow more faculty members and
librarians to travel, whatever the rules, and would
allow them to do so to without paying out of their
own pockets. Unfortunately, the administration
seems not to be inclined to budget more money for
faculty travel this year and without more money, it
is unlikely that the individual maximum will be
raised to anywhere near where it should be.

We can try to get increases in the short run, but as
travel allowances are the prerogative of the admin-
istration, we don’t have lot of leverage The only
way to ensure that travel allowances are guaranteed
at a reasonable level for CUFA members is to
negotiate them as part of working conditions. This
should be something that we must put on our list of
demands at the next negotiations, negotiations that
will begin in just two years.

GoodbGoodbGoodbGoodbGoodbyyyyyeeeee

This is my last letter as president of CUFA. As you
read this, I have turned the presidency over to the
new president, Lucie Lequin. It sounds like a
cliché, but I cannot think of anyone better qualified
than Lucie to do the job. I would like also to thank
the members of the CUFA Executive that I have
worked with over the past four years. I would
especially thank Chantal Bohbot and Geneviève
Robichaud who kept the wheels turning.
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Harry Crowe Foundation
Conference Report

by Greg Butler

I attended this conference in January on behalf of
CUFA. Details can be found via the website
http://www.crowefoundation.ca/ for the Harry
Crowe Foundation. If the past conferences are an
indication then in due course the speakers will
produce a book of articles based on their presenta-
tions. In this report I will focus on my impressions,
and on useful lessons learnt.

The lineup of speakers was excellent, drawing from
UK experience with RAE (Research Assessment
Excercise), US K-12 standardized assessment, US
liberal arts college accreditation, and Mexico. The
organisation into panels with ample time for
discussion made it much more than a “talkfest”.
There was even a wrap-up panel on lessons learnt
and how to move forward. There was an optional
session where attendees could share their views
from the ground.

Most panels worked very well. Unfortunately the
final wrap-up session drifted into a discussion of
academic freedom after only a brief time collecting
the lesson learnt over the 3 days – a pity as there
was much to take away from the conference.

The speakers were universally from the social
sciences as was  57 of the 60 attendees, so there was
some criticism of STEM (science, technology,
engineering, mathematics) for promoting measure-
ment and assessment of research via citation counts
and impact factor of journals. Not necessarily the
way to assess arts, humanities, and social sciences.
Criticism was also forthcoming of the publishers for
promoting their citation indices, and their high-
ranking journals, as the basis of comparative
rankings. Bodies such as OECD were criticized for
promoting an “international trade” in education
with the associated standards, rankings, and an
emphasis on international reputations. Hence it was
remarked that attending a local conference as a
keynote speaker does not win you brownie points –
only international conferences count – and that
research into local social issues (for which there is
not an international community nor high-impact
journal) is not rewarded in rankings despite the

obvious local social need that is addressed.

Two key strategies were put forward to address the
issues: (1) Do not play their game; be the ones to
control language of debate, and the measures used;
(2) Dig deep into their data and point out the
inconsistencies and unintended consequences.

The first is about having a clear mission for higher
education, one that may be distinct for each institu-
tion, that is clearly articulated and supported by
measures that count the things that matter to the
mission. Choice of words is critical as comparisons
in terms of “excellence”, “quality”, “impact”,
“world-class” are tainted with economical impera-
tive whereas a university has a broader, often much
longer term, mission. F. Alexander King, President,
California State University, Long Beach – the
poorest region in California – in his reports to
Sacremento highlights the percentage of students
who are first-generation university attendees,  the
percentage who are minorities, and the median
incomes of their families to clearly distinguish the
mission of his institution from places like UCLA
that have a very selective intake. King also high-
lights the large number of graduates each year and
how many feed into the state education, nursing,
and police workforces. These are clear measures of
effectiveness. On the flipside, King highlights the
low cost per student taught for his institution as a
measure of efficiency.
The point of looking at the money trail- where is
the money actually spent – arose in the UK RAE.
The cost was very high (from memory STG 45
million) and the end result was to distribute 90% of
the available funding to the usual suspects Cam-
bridge, Oxford, Manchester, and UC London. So
why spend the money on the RAE?

The second strategy shows that the consequences of
the exercise are not always desirable (so do not do
it), or that the data behind the assumptions are
flawed. Paul Shaker, SFU, highlighted well-
documented consequences of standardized testing:
narrowing the curriculum, teaching to the test, lack
of higher order learning, teaching to the “bubble”
students, overriding local autonomy, insufficient
attention to demographics, neglect of non-school
context. Susan Robertson, Bristol, presented the
myth that individuals gain financially from their
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higher education (hence the argument that students
should pay since they benefit, and that education is
“worthwhile” - meaning economically worthwhile)
and examined OECD’s own data which showed the
myth is true on average, but highly skewed by
salaries of doctors, lawyers, and business graduates,
and that for BA graduates the economic gain of an
undergraduate degree is actually negative! However,
a higher education does promote political activeness
– data from the Netherlands show graduates are 19%
more likely to be politically active.

Universities have always had examinations as a
means for examiners (who are themselves qualified)
to determine that the student is now qualified. The
university was/is the gatekeeper to a number of
careers and had a key role in establishing a
meritocracy. In having autonomy from state and
church, the university had a role in democracy to
teach people to be citizens, ie, critical thinkers. Over
the years, the examination process has been frag-
mented, and is now viewed as a collection of indi-
vidual assessments. Higher order learning, ie critical
thinking, is one of the victims of the move to “objec-
tive” assessment.

Be wary of any measures that you put in place, and
norms that are established for “satisfactory” perfor-
mance, no matter how reasonable they may seem,
because waiting in the shadow of “accountability”
for “quality” is the quest for “continuous improve-
ment” which assumes one can always do better!
Even in a climate of decreasing real level of re-
sources.
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