OPEN LETTER

STUDENTS URGE THE UNIVERSITY TO

ACCEPT BINDING ARBITRATION IN ORDER

TO PREVENT A PANDEMIC STRIKE “MGSA

niversity of Manitoba Graduate Students'Association

Monday, November 9, 2020

Dear University Community,

On October 29, 2020, the University of Manitoba Students’ Union (UMSU) released an open letter
on behalf of its 25,600 undergraduate members, calling for their safe-guard in light of the
current labour dispute between the University and the University of Manitoba Faculty Association
(UMFA). On a similar note, the University of Manitoba Graduate Students’ Association (UMGSA),
on behalf of its 3,500 graduate members, also voiced their concern in a separate letter which
respectfully urged both parties to return to the bargaining table and begin negotiating a fair

deal to avoid academic disruption for the betterment of the University.

Together, we commend the response to our letters from both the University and UMFA. Since the
release of these letters, we have maintained consistent and active dialogue with both parties.
Rest assured, protection of students, in the midst of the labour dispute and the COVID-19
pandemic, remains a priority. However, even with the new announcement of a third party
mediator, academic disruption remains on the table. Similar to many things this year, this is not

what students have bargained for.

Over the last weekend of October, UMSU polled their members on the subject of the UMFA
collective bargaining dispute and received over 3,600 responses. 2,301 respondents (67%) noted
“a loss of quality of education due to having to self-educate amid a work stoppage” as one
of their biggest concerns in the event of a strike. Many students also worry that they will not be

academically compensated and will have poor grades as a result.
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In the same question, 2,275 respondents (66%) were concerned about their mental health
worsening. Based on this number, UMSU observed a steep 9% increase in respondents who
were concerned about the status of their mental health since the organization’s annual survey
in September 2020, hardly a two month difference. This data illustrates that the threat of potential
job action has already begun adversely affecting undergraduate students. Further to this,
potential job action is triggering embedded anxiety in the minds of students who were present

during the 2016 faculty strike.

Shifting perspective, graduate students at the University of Manitoba face an especially unique
set of stressors as well. In addition to this year’s tuition hike and the transition to remote learning,
many graduate students are now faced with a variability surrounding research and
scholarship funding. A superior graduate student experience would have involved in-person
collaboration with peers, colleagues, advisors, and visits with professors. While virtual meetings
provide the bare minimum, another method to deliver course and research content, there are
severe limitations with interactive tasks, such as tutoring, mentoring, laboratory research, and

project management.

Furthermore, international students at the graduate level are under greater pressures to
complete their programs on-time and with legal visa constraints. With COVID, travel has
been restricted which severely undercuts social and familial support mechanisms. Continued and
uninterrupted faculty support acts as a surrogate for stabilizing the intellectual, mental, and
emotional health of all students. With COVID-19 launching many things out of control, there are

still a set of outcomes that the University community has every ability to influence.
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After resiliently transitioning to remote learning, powering through civil unrest, adapting to social
isolation, paying record high tuition rates despite a steady increase in enrollment, and coping

with vast global turmoil, students are urging the both sides to work together towards binding
arbitration to avoid a strike. Otherwise, the remaining uncertainty at the bargaining table will be

critically amplified to the demise of the academic and personal well-being of students.

We, the students, call for third-party binding arbitration which would relieve both parties of their
bargaining duties and place responsibility upon an external arbitrator to evaluate a fair, equitable,
and realistic deal. Most importantly, it would prevent any job action from the University’s academic
staff. Binding arbitration is a mechanism that the students are confident would deter both futile

academic disruption and a tainted reputation for the University of Manitoba.

Sincerely,
University of Manitoba Undergraduate and Graduate Students

Over 29,000 students represented by the University of Manitoba Students’ Union (UMSU) and
the University of Manitoba Graduate Students’ Association (UMGSA)

#SaveTheSemester
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