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FAQ for Students 
 

We understand students have questions around what strike action would mean, as well as 
what its likelihood is, so we have compiled this FAQ directly for students at SMU. We are 
continuously working to update you as more information becomes available. 
 
What is SMUFU bargaining for? 
Members of SMUFU include librarians, full-time faculty, lecturer stream faculty, limited-term 
faculty appointments, and under very rare circumstances some part-time faculty members. 
Each of these groups has particular working conditions and associated compensation. 
Consequently, the negotiation package SMUFU is working on includes things such as 
compensation, benefits, workplace expectations (e.g., safe and healthy workplace, equity, 
diversity and retention policies), grievance processes and reporting on activities. We also 
have been working on an agreement to hire Indigenous and Black scholars. We are pleased 
to say that we have reached a potential agreement on many of these issues, and had to fight 
strongly, particularly for our lecturer stream faculty to improve their conditions. We also have 
had to agree to a provision that will take away some of our teaching freedoms; However, the 
Employer demanded this restriction to control the labour that is offered to students. 
 
At this point of the negotiation, we are left with benefits and salary. Importantly, outcomes of 
our salary negotiations are frequently used to support other unions on campus asking for the 
same percentage increases.  
 
Why should students care about what SMUFU negotiates? 
The negotiations impact campus life in multiple ways. For example, new faculty positions for 
equity-seeking scholars will have the impact of reducing class sizes and the creation of new 
classes and scholarship on campus. The one-year leave for lecturer stream members, to 
match that of full-time tenured faculty, will help them prepare new courses and work on their 
scholarship of teaching and learning in more concentrated ways. A new combined 
professional development/travel fund may potentially free-up funds for research that can be 
used to support summer students as well as helping individual faculty undertake longer 
professional development courses. Fair salary also impacts the student experience: For 
example, Assistant Professor starting salaries at Mount Saint Vincent are now ahead of Saint 
Mary’s making Saint Mary’s less able to compete for new faculty hires.  
 
Although SMUFU negotiations may be perceived as being just about faculty, ultimately, they 
strongly impact teaching activities and the student experience.  
 

Our working conditions are your learning conditions. 
 
How have negotiations progressed? 
From discussions last summer which began with over one hundred specific items when 
combining the Employer’s and SMUFU’s separate negotiation points, we were at six items left 
to negotiate when we went to conciliation. At the end of conciliation, we were left with benefits 
and compensation still to resolve.   
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Why has SMUFU taken a strike vote? 
The strike vote has passed the right to call a strike from the overall membership to the 
negotiations team. This is a vote of confidence from SMUFU members that they believe the 
negotiations team is representing their view fairly and that they have strongly belief in the 
negotiation position. It does not mean a strike is guaranteed, but if the team is unable to 
negotiate what is deemed a fair settlement, then after following all the processes described in 
the Trade Union Act, a strike is the likely outcome. This puts emphasis on the negotiations to 
be successful as now a path to a strike has been determined.  Note that negotiation with the 
Employer have been going on since July 2022.   
 
Should I be worried there is going to be a strike? 
SMUFU members, the Executive of the union, and the negotiations team want to avoid a 
strike, but we also have a duty to represent the interests of our members and seek a 
settlement we consider fair and appropriate. 
 
A final meeting with the Employer is set for Feb 17th. If that is unsuccessful SMUFU will be in 
a legal strike position 48 hours later, or the university may choose to lock us out. It is normal 
to set a date to strike ahead of the final meeting with the Employer, we will update this FAQ 
with the date once it is set.  
 
Would a strike affect classes? 
Almost certainly a strike would impact your classes if taught by a member of SMUFU. In this 
situation it would be down to the administration to inform you of what the situation is. SMUFU 
will of course present its own updates in that situation. 
 
Will I still have access to Brightspace during a class? 
We have no reason to believe that the Employer will cut off student access to Brightspace 
during a strike, but students should confirm this with the university administration because this 
is not something SMUFU members control. 
 
Will faculty assign additional reading during a strike? 
Please remember the point of a strike is that SMUFU members withdraw labour. If we 
continue to assign work for students, we are still teaching. In addition, SMUFU members are 
likely to be cut-off from their email in the event of a strike.  
 
How will we complete the term on time if a strike happens? 
It will depend on the length of the work stoppage. The longer the stoppage progresses the 
more pressure there is to come to a resolution. Most strikes at universities last about two 
weeks allowing the term to be completed on time but rushed. That said, the longest recent 
disagreement in Nova Scotia is 7 weeks.  
 
Will a strike impact my student visa or PR? 
The government has an FAQ about what to do if your institution is on strike.  
https://statics.teams.cdn.office.net/evergreen-assets/safelinks/1/atp-safelinks.html  
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The good news is:  
This situation is beyond your control and your status as a study permit holder should not be 
affected. As a result of the strike, you will: 

• not face any penalty or enforcement action because you can’t pursue your studies 
during this time, 

• still be eligible for the Post-Graduation Work Permit Program.  
 

We express our thanks to the CBU Faculty Association for this information. 
 
How do finances at the university look? 
We’d like to emphasize that the overall SMUFU “scale” wage bill at Saint Mary’s, which is the 
part that SMUFU negotiates for, has increased by 8.7% from 2018 to 2022 based upon 
numbers given to us by the Employer. Annually, this increase compounds at 2.1% per year, 
lower than the usual annual increase in student fees (3%). Note this amount does not include 
something called “overscale” that is paid to certain professors as a “market adjustment.” 
SMUFU does not control these amounts in collective bargaining, and they are determined by 
the Employer. 
 
We’d like to phrase this as “what has happened to salaries paid at Saint Mary’s since the last 
collective agreement was negotiated?” Since 2018, the SMUFU component of the total wage 
bill has fallen from 47% to 45% (there are some additional salaries that professors earn in 
administrative contexts from the Employer, but we don’t have direct control over those). In 
that time the overall wage bill at the university has increased by almost $10 million in 4 years. 
The increase of SMUFU member salaries determined by SMUFU negotiations is about 
$3.5M. In other words, almost two thirds of the overall salary bill increase at the university has 
gone to things that SMUFU does not negotiate. Consequently, you will also not be surprised 
to hear that this increase in salaries outside of SMUFU negotiations has been investigated in 
part by the Association of Nova Scotia University Teachers and students can read their final 
report here: 
https://ansut.caut.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Culture-of-Entitlement-Report-2012-
2021_FINAL.pdf 
 
It paints a picture of operational costs at the university rising much faster than faculty costs. 
Indeed, analysis of the “Sunshine list” shows this to be true. SMUFU analysis finds that since 
2018 the total non-faculty compensation on the sunshine list has risen 2.5 times faster than 
the total faculty compensation. If we consider from 2019 onwards the difference is even 
starker, with total non-faculty compensation increasing at a rate 4.5 times faster than the total 
faculty compensation. In terms of sheer numbers, the number of administrators has increased 
on the list by 39% in four years. 
 
Independent analysis provided to SMUFU also shows that in 2019/20 the amounted paid on 
non-faculty salaries was higher at Saint Mary’s than other universities in the Atlantic region, 
and higher than the average of a group of comparator universities across the country. This 
supports SMUFU’s assertion that costs outside of the core operation of the university are 
disproportionate compared to other universities. 
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Lastly, a 1% increase in the faculty cost-of-living adjustment adds about $360,000 to the 
faculty wage bill. For comparison, the university spent almost $500,000 in legal fees 
defending the eligibility rights of a single football player in 2017. SMUFU and the Employer 
are 1.25% apart in the first year, and only 0.5% apart in the second year, the third year we 
agree. 
 
The Employer is claiming that it may face insolvency in three years. If that is the case, we call 
on students to join SMUFU in recommending that the Auditor General of Nova Scotia conduct 
a review of both the operations and finances of Saint Mary’s.  
 
What is happening at other universities in terms of salary settlements to faculty? 
Dalhousie faculty have just accepted a settlement that works out to over 3% increases per 
year over the course of their agreement through a combination of adjustments to salary 
scales and a cost-of-living increase. Université Sainte-Anne has also recently agreed a 
settlement of 3%,3%,2%.  
 
The current offer from the university to SMUFU members is 1.75%,2.5%,3%, these numbers 
are much lower than inflation. We are asking for a settlement of 3% each year, still lower than 
inflation, despite Dalhousie members negotiating a higher settlement, because that is what 
we have maintained since October last year. We’ve noted elsewhere in this FAQ that the 
starting Assistant Professor salaries at Saint Mary’s are now the lowest of the three major 
Halifax universities. 
 
What should I do if I have more questions? 
SMUFU is happy to try and answer as many questions as it can around negotiations and the 
impact on students, but we would like to be up-front and say there are obviously some 
questions we will have to decline to answer, such as what our tactics will be and so forth, or 
detailed financial analysis questions. If you have further questions, you are welcome to ask 
the union office: unionoffice@smufu.org . Because some of the answers may be of interest to 
other students, we reserve the right to post any answers in an anonymous fashion as part of 
this FAQ. 
 
Can I support SMUFU as a student? 
Of course! Indeed, if you strongly believe in the value of unions and the labour movement, we 
totally encourage you to talk with friends, colleagues and family about the situation. 
 
If a strike happens, student supporters are always welcome to walk the picket line with 
faculty. Volunteers to help with strike activities will also likely be needed. Make your voice 
heard as well, let the administration know you support SMUFU members in seeking a fair 
settlement. 
 


