
News to Use 

Overview of Negotiations 

I’ve been asked to offer some thoughts about the recently concluded round of collective bargaining and 
to offer some thoughts about bargaining going forward. First let me say what an honour it was to be the 
Chair of the Negotiations Committee and chief spokesperson for the fourth time. I was privileged to 
have a great team to work with and although it was disappointing that we were unable to negotiate a 
general increase for faculty this round, the settlement did make some meaningful changes that will 
benefit faculty going forward.  

For full-time faculty,  the new formal process that will allow members to average their teaching loads 
has good potential to offer us the flexibility to create time and space to focus on teaching or scholarship 
projects that might not qualify for a sabbatical.  This new process combined with improvements to our 
personal PD allotment, the Health Spending Account and Faculty Development Funds will also bring long 
term benefits to members.   

For contract faculty, the hours-taught (SICH) grid will reward those faculty who engage more with the 
University to see faster movement through the grid.  During our talks, I realized I served on the 
bargaining team that initiated the first step towards creating a contract faculty grid in 2001! Full-year 
allocation of courses to contract faculty will finally move us beyond the four-month rehiring process and 
reduce the precarity associated with that approach. The new permanent senior lecturer category is an 
improvement on the fixed term category but it is only a start to reducing MRU’s twenty plus years 
MRU’s reliance on contract faculty to deliver its programs.  

Perhaps one of the critical gains this round was the MOU on Financial Emergencies, which articulates the 
principle that the University’s academic mission will be central to decisions taken in the event of a 
financial emergence. We have also agreed on the process that will be followed in the event a financial 
emergency arises. Ideally we will not need to see how this MOU works, but we are better protected 
today than we have been until now.   

This round was marked by the immense changes brought to us as a result of our return to strike lock out 
provisions that had been part of our collective bargaining process until the Conservative government 
(illegally, it turns out) legislated it away.  The move to the Alberta Labour Relations Code required both 
parties to identify any essential services that faculty provide and to create an agreement to provide 
those services during a work stoppage. Consulting frequently with the counsellors who do provide 
essential services to students, we were able to work with the Board’s team to arrive at an Essential 
Services Agreement (ESA). Mount Royal University is the first--and so far only—Alberta postsecondary 
institution to successfully negotiate an ESA and have it approved.  This achievement will make the work 
of future teams somewhat easier going forward.  

This was also the most contentious round of bargaining in some years—indeed perhaps since the 
Association was prepared to strike in 2003. There are some important parallels between 2003 and 2019: 
contract faculty issues along with full-time workload and salaries were at the core of the challenges. But, 
very quickly, the external spokesperson who was unfamiliar with Mount Royal’s unique culture became 
a problem. If there is a message that administration needs to hear, it’s that bringing in outsiders to lead 



their team doesn’t work. We need people who live here to negotiate agreements that we all have to live 
with.  Looking ahead, I want to look at two issues that will be important going into future rounds.  

Maintaining interest-focused bargaining.  

It’s easy to imagine that somehow a return to adversarial bargaining will somehow strengthen our hand 
to arrive at better settlements. Having negotiated in both regimes, I can say that interest-focused 
bargaining works because it keeps the focus on the issues. The Board tried to use conventional 
bargaining approaches when they packaged their workload proposals together with an offer to address 
registrant caps. Interest-focused bargaining worked because it focuses on each issue and does not tie 
gains in one area to losses in another. Interest-focused bargaining has allowed us to successfully 
negotiate the myriad changes we have made over the past 15 years with mutual gains in mind.  The 
secret here is that both parties must want to engage in interest focused bargaining. I just returned from 
CAUT Forum of Chief Negotiators where I sat on a panel with other chiefs who had recently ratified 
agreements. I was heartened to hear that Mount Saint Vincent had successfully employed interest-
focused to engage their administration in problem-solving faculty issues.  

Repairing the Trust Relationship at the Table 
For interest-focused bargaining to work effectively, strong trust must exist between the two teams.  
Employing outside spokespersons who have no stake in the outcome works against trust building. 
Attempting to re-write an agreement to better align with a particular administrative view of Mount 
Royal does not build trust. It is not a surprise that when the external spokesperson left Mount Royal and 
a new internal spokesperson took over, the tenor of negotiations changed although there is still work to 
do. With a new President arriving in May, there is an opportunity to build on the improved tone of 
negotiations that has emerged lately. 

 
Future Issues 
As we look to the next round of bargaining, we will continue to push for better job security for contract 
faculty. A pro rata basis for the contract grid must become a major priority so that contract faculty are 
equally paid for equal work. We will also have to watch the implementation and evolution of the Senior 
Lecturer category to ensure that it does become a pathway for MRU contract faculty to gain meaningful 
permanent employment. This position is not the entire solution to reduce MRU’s reliance on precarious 
contract labour, but it has a role to play.  
 
Finally, we must be laser focused on salary improvements for all faculty.   We reluctantly agreed to a 
zero-zero wage increase this round.  We consistently reminded the Board that zero-zero wage increases 
always lead to higher demands in future bargaining. Fortunately, despite our decision to accept the 
Board’s offer this round, we know that 55 percent of our full-time colleagues will still see their wages 
increase, due to grid increments. However, 45 percent of full-time faculty and many contract faculty will 
see no increase and despite working at the same level, they will have their real wages decrease.  To be 
blunt, the University is sitting on a demographic time bomb.  The number of faculty who will see no 
increases of any sort will be larger on July 1, 2019 and larger again in 2020, especially as those hired in 
the transition 2008-2012 begin to reach top of their respective grids. This is a problem that won’t go 
away. 



Finally, a word about solidarity. We are truly in a new context of bargaining. For the past 15 years we 
have been able to either work with the Board constructively in an interest-focused bargaining 
environment or, if a dispute continued, both parties, by law, simply turned those unresolved issues over 
to binding arbitration. We no longer have the latter option and, as this round showed, we may not 
always enjoy the former. The one thing we have always is our capacity to stand together when it counts. 
Do not doubt what your votes of confidence, displays of support and dogged determination to stay the 
course achieved this round. Because YOU showed resolve, we were able to not only preserve our 
existing rights but also make the gains outlined above.  We start our next round of bargaining in less 
than a year and so you can look forward to hearing from your team in the fall. For now, let’s move on 
and focus on the promise of spring. 

   


