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BACKGROUND

The current state of governance at McGill University has perpetuated an environment in
which students feel disenfranchised and unrepresented. Recent history has shown that crucial
administrative decisions by the university have often ignored or undermined student interests.
Many of these decisions have been made by the McGill Board of Governors, the highest governing
body of the institution.

Concerns regarding the governance structure and operations of the Board previously
catalyzed the development of a Governance Reform Project by McGill students in early 2011.!
Unfortunately, due to a lack of mobilization amongst community members, solutions identified in
the project were never acted upon, and reform of the Board fell off of the agenda for the Students
Society of McGill University (SSMU).

In spring 2016, following increased student concerns regarding the activities of the Board
of Governors over the 2015-2016 year, the SSMU Executive hired an Alternative and Equitable
Governance Review Researcher to analyze the current structure of the Board and produce
recommendations for improvement.

BOARD COMPOSITION

The current composition of the McGill University Board of Governors is as follows:

0 the Chancellor, ex officio,

0 Principal and Vice-Chancellor, ex officio,

0 12 members-at-large,

0 3representatives of the McGill Alumni Association,

0 2representatives of Senate,

0 2 representatives of the academic staff,

0 2representatives of the administrative and support staff,

0 1representative of the Students' Society of McGill University and

0 1representative of the Post-Graduate Students' Society?.

It is worth noting that there is no student representative with voting rights from the MacDonald
Campus or the School of Continuing Studies, thus undermining their presence as integral
members of the student body. Of the 25 members on the Board of Governors, 12 are members-at-
large, including many alumni and donors chosen from industry communities. Many students
question the role of these external members-at-large on the Board, given that they are not current
staff members or students at McGill and it is unclear how they can judge what is best for the
university as an educational institution. Though external members may bring practical expertise
to the table, an over-emphasis on outside perspectives may result in an institutional structure
promoting singular interests that are not representative of the McGill Community as a whole.

In the past, concerns have been raised regarding Governor conflicts-of-interest, given the
likelihood of external members holding vested interests in industries related to the McGill

! The McGill Daily. "Our board of governors." November 21, 2011. http://www.mcgilldaily.com/2011/11/our-
board-of-governors/
2"Composition and Membership | Board of Governors." McGill University. Accessed October 10, 2016.
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University context and operations. For example, allegations of conflict-of-interest have surfaced in
regards to Board’s debates and decisions on fossil fuel divestment since 2013.? Staff, faculty, and
students have also argued that members-at-large with strong ties to industry facilitate or allow for
the commercialization of the University, including the increasing emphasis on revenue-generating
activities and fee increases.

Concerns regarding vested interests have also included the broader financial operations of
McGill. Students and staff alike have raised ethical issues with several conceptual models of
revenue generation in a Canadian University context. The type of money accepted by the
University in respect to donations and policies in place in order to address possibly unethical
funds* have and continue to be concerns that should be monitored more closely.” One example is
the call for revisions to the Regulation on the Conduct of Research to delineate criteria of social
responsibility and require a vetting process by researchers, ® with the intention of limiting research
(and funding for research) with potentially harmful applications.

DIVERSITY IN REPRESENTATION

There currently exists a lack of diversity in the various demographics and identities
represented on the Board of Governors, particularly in terms of race, ability, gender identity,
socio-economic background, and related factors. A review of case studies, some taught in the
Desautels Faculty of Management, emphasizes the importance of community engagementin
decision making at higher levels of governance.’ Across a survey of Canadian U15 post-secondary
institutions, McGill demonstrates few concrete channels that give voice to the community it
serves. As an institution that markets itself as of the highest caliber, it is concerning that the
University does not align with the progressive governance practices of many peers. A selection of
these representative practices are summarized here:

University of Toronto

The University of Toronto has seats for 8 students on their Governing Council, including 4
full-time undergraduates, 2 part-time undergraduates, and 2 graduate students. While this 50
member Governing Council is larger than the 25 member Board of Governors at McGill, the
percentage of student representation is still twice as high.

Lakehead University

Lakehead University operates with a full Ogimaawin-Aboriginal Governance Council.® This
council is designed to provide Indigenous perspectives in administrative decision-making, with
members chosen from the local Indigenous community through organizations such as the Metis

% Gray-Donald, David. "Fossil Fuel Divestment at Universities: Inside McGill's Campaign." Rabble.ca. Last
modified March 4, 2016.

4 http://www.mcgilldaily.com/2009/11/get_dirty money_out_of mcgill/

5 http://ssmu.mcgill.ca/wp-content/uploads/2009/10/Motion-Regarding-Global-Access-to-
Medicines-Policy-2016-11-07-Approved.pdf

¢ http://www.mcgilldaily.com/2010/03/senate_debates harmful research/

"Semler, Ricardo. "Managing without Managers." hbr.ca. Accessed November 20, 2016.

8 "Ogimaawin-Aboriginal Governance Council." Lakehead University. Accessed October 11, 2016.
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Nation of Ontario and the Ontario Native Women's’ Association, as well as Membership from the
Lakehead University Native Students Association. The council is also guaranteed its own
representative on the Lakehead Board of Governors.

University of Guelph

The University of Guelph includes a specific section on diverse representation within the
Board of Governors Appointment Protocol, stating that “Particular attention will be given to
measures that can cultivate and support diversity among elected members. Skilled candidates
will be sought including those who reflect a gender balance and representation from ethno-racial
communities, francophones, First Nations people, and persons with disabilities.” This
demonstrates an understanding that the Board of Governors should reflect the diversity of the
university community in order to ensure that decisions reflect the needs of all members.

Here it is also relevant to note McGill University’s relative autonomy in determining the
composition and membership of the Board of Governors. At other institutions, such as the
University of Alberta, the provincial Minister of Innovation and Advanced Education is responsible
for appointment of government representatives to the Board.!® Regulations that would have
introduced similar external oversight at McGill were proposed with Bill 38.** This Bill was blocked
in part due to protests by the McGill administration and other universities in Quebec. As a result,
any plan to remodel Board composition should consider the flexibility and potential for
innovation that this situation offers the university. The absence of direct government
representation should allow the university more freedom to develop models that reflect the needs
and interests of the McGill community.

NOMINATIONS AND SELECTION

In addition to the issues identified regarding representation on the Board of Governors,
there is little clarity as to how one becomes a Governor. Members-at-large are typically selected
from major industries and organizations in the Montreal community, however there is no
transparency with regards to the appointment process. Notably, there are no public criteria for
qualifications or requirements apart from generalized governance competencies.'? While
documentation detailing this process was available via request from the administration, this is not
an accessible means for the community to understand McGill’s system of governance
appointments.

Currently, the Nominations, Governance and Ethics (NGE) Committee of the Board brings
forward nominations for Member-at-Large seats. In addition, the Recruitment and Succession
Planning (RSP) Subcommittee of the NGE Committee is responsible for developing a roster of
potential candidates for future openings. While it is stated that the Subcommittee is responsible
considering “the diversity of the wider community in terms of gender, age and visible minority

® https://www.uoguelph.ca/secretariat/office-services-board-governors-board-governors-laws-governing-
documents/board-governors-appointment

1 The Governors of the University of Alberta Mandate and Roles Document.

1 Wright, Julia M. "Who Controls the Purse Strings? Quebec Variations." University Governance in Canada
(blog). September 15, 2015.

2 Process of Appointing Members [to the Board of Directors].
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representation” this is not reflected in the list of skills and attributes identified in the
Subcommittee’s “Process for appointing members-at-large to the Board of Governors”
document.® This list includes qualities such as “strategy/policy,” “finance/accounting,” “human
resources,” “investment & pension,” “real estate,” “philanthropy/fundraising,” and “government
relations.”

The RSP Subcommittee employs a special consultant to assist in the recruitment of
candidates with the desired background and expertise. Following this, the NGE Committee will
make recommendations to the Board concerning appointments. Often, Members-at-Large will

-at-

-at- . This

-at-
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