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Public Hearings on Post-Secondary Education  
sponsored by the

Canadian Association of University Teachers
INTRODUCTION

The Canadian Union of Public Employees represents over 500,000 workers across the country and over 65,000 in the province of British Columbia. CUPE has over 10,000 members in British Columbia working at post secondary educational institutions, both in colleges and universities. Our members include clerical and administrative staff, grounds and maintenance staff, teaching and research assistants and sessional lecturers.  Across the country we represent about 40,000 workers in the post secondary education sector.  Our members are on the front line in providing a range of services in post-secondary education.

It is not only on behalf of our members as workers that we make this submission.    Our members include thousands of students and parents of students who deserve a high quality, affordable and accessible post-secondary public education system in British Columbia, and across Canada.  

You have asked us to focus on a few specific issues in our submission.  CUPE BC Division is particularly concerned about accessibility to post-secondary education and privatization of services.  Our perspective relates to the British Columbia experience. Unfortunately, some of the most disturbing trends appear to represent ideological shifts that are familiar across Canada.  

Further, while our comments will centre on the above concerns as they affect our members as workers, students or parents of students, we would like to start with a more general comment.  CUPE BC Division fully supports CAUT’s comment that, “Combined, high tuition and corporate partnerships are threatening accessibility, academic freedom, university autonomy and research integrity.”

ACCESSIBILITY
For the past six years, a tuition freeze has been in place at B.C.’s post-secondary institutions.  Last month, the Liberal government lifted that freeze.  Almost immediately the University of British Columbia announced a package of massive tuition fee increases.  Undergraduate fees will increase 22% this fall.  Students entering law, medicine and dentistry face increases of between 65 to 75 per cent.  Students entering UBC’s 15-month Master of Business Administration program face the highest increase. This program of study, which cost students $6,650 this year, will jump to $28,000, an increase of 321 per cent.

Tuition fees at the University of Victoria are likely to more than double over the next three years and students in professional programs will see additional hefty hikes.
 

Other post-secondary institutions will inevitably follow suit.   

While CUPE BC recognizes and accepts that post-secondary institutions are facing significant fiscal pressures, we submit that the answer is adequate provincial funding, not massive increases to tuition fees.  The late Dalton Camp recently said:

“When I was discharged after the war, we had a country that was burdened with an enormous debt, a country much poorer than now and yet able and generous enough to provide for my education and the education of countless servicemen.  Today, we have amassed untold wealth, we are recording bulging surpluses in Ottawa, and yet we are condemning an entire generation of young people, our best and brightest, to debt servitude.”

For Camp (a Conservative, by the way), the problems of under-funding and commercialization now facing universities and colleges – and the entire public sector – stem from the hijacking of the political agenda by corporate elites who wield enormous influence over political parties and who want to fully open up public services to market forces.

We submit that the effect of huge tuition increases will be to prohibit students from middle and low-income families from accessing post-secondary education, particularly university degrees that require a longer course of study.  Statistics Canada figures indicate that 18 – 20 year old students with a wide range of sources of funding, including parental support, continue longer in school.  Further, the most commonly reported barrier to pursuing education is financial.  About two-thirds of those reporting facing barriers to going as far in school as they would like cited financial barriers.
 

Perhaps the dejected comments of two students at your own CAUT hearings are most telling.  Pamela Wetzel, a recent graduate of Mount Saint Vincent University, said she would be better off financially without a university degree.  “It’s a sad thing to say, but if I had a chance to go back in time I probably wouldn’t go to university.”  Similarly, Saint Mary’s University graduate Michelle Thompson told the hearing she left school with $32,000 in debt and has only been able to find a job as a receptionist earning less than $15,000 a year.”

In response to the tuition increases at the University of Victoria, Jaime Matten, University of Victoria Students Society Chairwoman, observed that “the fees will more than double and the quality of education is going down.  It will be harder to get the courses we want.  A lot of students won’t go on to post-secondary education because it is going to be too expensive.”
 Students are being punished for having aspirations.

Resolutions like the one recently passed by the UBC Board of Governors, “that no qualified B.C. student should be denied access because of an inability to pay,”
 ring hollow in the face of a post-secondary budget that has been frozen for three years.  Despite a desire to aid lower income students, the reality is that the Universities and Colleges are unlikely to take on such a commitment in any truly significant way.  

Some students are being hit from both ends:  tuition fees are going up at the same time as programs that help pay graduate students for teaching or research, and undergraduate students for work on campus, have been discontinued.

It is noteworthy that the increase in tuition alone will very quickly negate the impact of B.C. income tax cuts, estimated at $430 annually for a family earning $30,000 and $644 annually for a family earning $40,000.

Despite the announcement that education funding would be frozen, the overall funding for education institutions in B.C. will, in fact decline by three percent from

2002-03 to 2004-05.  This does not factor in additional losses due to inflation and other cost pressures.

Further, during the period of three year funding reductions, government expects institutions to deliver more student spaces.  British Columbia continues to experience a higher rate of population growth from natural increase and immigration than other Canadian jurisdictions.  Between 2002 and 2005, the B.C. population is forecast to increase by 1.5 percent annually, compared to the national rate of 0.8 percent.   Further, unlike other jurisdictions in Canada, BC is experiencing a net increase in the traditional post-secondary group (18 – 29 year old).  Between 2001 and 2005, the 18 – 29 year old age group will increase by 7.9 per cent.  This is a time for increased funding for post-secondary education, not freezing or decreasing while deregulating tuition fees.

A study done at the University of Western Ontario showed that the participation of low-income students was cut in half after deregulation.
  

Not surprisingly, student fee levels also correlate with the level of participation in post-secondary education.  Since the tuition fee freeze was enacted six years ago, BC has gone from having the third worst participation rate in post-secondary education among the provinces, to the second best.  Currently, British Columbia has the second lowest tuition fees in the country.  Quebec, with the lowest tuition fees in the country, has the highest participation rate.

Equitable public policy demands that post-secondary education be adequately funded by government, not by oppressive and discriminatory tuition fee increases.  Responsibility lies not only with the Provincial government, as mentioned above, but also the Federal government.   In 1999 the Council of Ministers of Education and all Canadian premiers called on the federal government to fully restore the Canada Health and Social Transfer (CHST), a portion of which is aimed at supporting post-secondary education.  They noted then that “full restoration is essential to ensuring that post-secondary systems continue to have the capacity to respond to the growing demands of a knowledge-based economy and to assist provinces and territories respond to the issue of student debt.” 
  The need for restoration of the CHST transfer is, if anything, greater now than it was then.  

PRIVATIZATION

Contracting Out and Private Public Partnerships

It is clear that there is no reverence for collective agreements in the post-secondary sector, or for that matter, in any other public sector in British Columbia.  The “Public Education Flexibility and Choice Act” passed in late January, gives institutional management the option to override long-standing collective agreement protection for class size and student numbers.  The Provincial government has made it very clear that it is ideologically in favour of privatization of services and infrastructure whenever possible. We are concerned that this attitude will inculcate the governors and administrators in the post-secondary sector.  Already, the Board of Governors of the University of British Columbia has approved a $35 million ECOTrek contract awarded to MCW Consultants, for the installation of new equipment and upgrades of mechanical and electrical infrastructure and utility distribution systems.    

CUPE BC is very concerned about privatization of services and public private partnerships (P3’s) for a number of reasons.  First, we are obviously concerned about the loss of fair-paying jobs and benefits for our members.  Our members are parents.  They aspire to help their children attain a level of education that will ensure productive, secure futures.  How can a parent be expected to provide the necessities of life, let alone assist with their childrens’ education, if their source of income is either removed or replaced by a minimum wage job with no benefits?

Secondly, privatization of infrastructure and related services at our post-secondary institutions in British Columbia and across Canada is not in the best interest of the public. 

The companies competing for services like custodial or cafeteria services are not small “mom and pop” operations, they are huge international conglomerates.  Companies like ServiceMaster, which is best known for its management of cleaning and maintenance contracts in schools, hospitals and other public institutions.  

In case after case, ServiceMaster’s cost-cutting has meant dirty, unsafe public schools and new health hazards for workers and students.  Washington, D.C. school officials cancelled a school maintenance contract in 1996 when the city’s Inspector General found the company over-billed the district by $6.5 million.

Savings in labour costs due to privatization have often been overrated.  Academic writers studying privatization note that the cost of negotiating and managing contracts is high and it is often ignored when doing cost comparisons.  Frequently, it is more expensive to contract work out even if contract management costs are not taken into consideration.

A study that looked at contracting out practices in municipalities in Canada and the United States found that work was being brought back in house as fast as it was being contracted out.  Economic concerns were frequently stated for bringing the work back in house.

Quality – You Get What You Pay For

There are only two ways that the private sector can provide services more cheaply than the public sector.  Either they slash employment, wages and benefits, or they slash the quality of service.  Frequently, they do both.

Sodexho was recently criticized when a Glasgow Evening Times reported on the quality of its custodial work in Glasgow’s largest hospital.  The newspaper reported that, “A joint management and union inspection team found filthy conditions throughout Glasgow Royal Infirmary in areas used by patients and staff.”

The report continued, “Bloody surgical "scrubs" from an operating theatre are dumped in a lift used to carry patients' meals. Staff say the area is infested with cockroaches. Workers say tunnels below the Victorian-built hospital have been turned into firetraps by piles of waste.”

This was not the first time Sodexho had been criticized for the quality of its work in British hospitals.  In April 2001 the company had been cited as having been put on “special measures” because of the quality of its work in National Health Service Hospitals.

“Four of the trusts, all of which were put on special measures, use the following private contractors:
• Royal Liverpool and Broadgreen University Hospitals NHS trust (Broadgreen Hospital) subcontracts its cleaning services to Sodexho.”

In the United States a number of school districts have brought work back in house because of quality concerns. In DeKalb County, Ga., school officials attempted to save money and improve maintenance by privatizing their custodial services. Unsatisfactory results forced the school board to terminate the contract in June 1999. After paying ServiceMaster $75,083 to provide janitors at five district schools, they found that neither their maintenance services nor their staff relations improved. In addition, the contract had drawn criticism from the Organization of DeKalb Educators as well as school board members who saw that the private contract took jobs away from the community.



“For both private sector and government, timeliness, dependability and quality often are more important than cost efficiency.  In a study of local government restructuring in New York State, quality concerns were highest among those governments that contracted out more because they no longer held internal control over service delivery.”

These findings were reflected in a report prepared in 1997 for the Edmonton School Board.  In 1994 Board Trustees voted to privatize custodial services in up to 30 per cent of the Board’s schools.  The process began as a pilot project limited to five schools.  To evaluate the project the School Board and its unionized employees in CUPE Local 474 agreed to a joint evaluation process.  Independent evaluators did the work.  The findings were significant.

· Deficient skill levels due to high turnover in the contracted out schools.

· Greater involvement in contracted out schools by school officials and staff regarding custodial deficiencies.

· A much higher level of commitment to the institution by in-house custodians.

· Complaints lessoned over time in contracted out schools.  This was attributed to people getting tired of complaining and giving up.

· Statistical studies showing in house custodians exceeded the performance of contracted out custodians by 18 per cent.

· Four of the five contractors charged the school board 10 per cent more than in house service.

The work in Edmonton has subsequently all been returned in house.  This independent study is important for anyone considering contracting out services.

Accountability

Public Private Partnerships are an inherently risky process.  One of the greatest risks is the loss of accountability and transparency as to how public bodies operates.

Once again, the provincial government has acknowledged this in its PPP Guide, which says,

“Public private partnerships that involve significant investments and risks by the private partners often provide for greater involvement of the private party in decisions concerning how services are delivered and priced.  This often leads to concerns about who controls the delivery of services.”

and

“Certain local governments are more sensitive than others in terms of public demand for accountability and responsiveness.  With public private partnerships, the lines of accountability for the provision of services are less clear to the public than under conventional service delivery.  This may result in public criticism of the partnership arrangement and the private partner, or require increased involvement of the local government in ensuring compliance and responding to public demands.”

This lack of accountability is, perhaps, the most disturbing element about public private partnerships.  Private companies are not required to be transparent about their financial situation.

Once a private corporation takes hold of a long-term P3 contract, that service contract can become an obstacle to addressing problems such as inferior work, damage to property or accessibility.  Unexpected problems are dragged out as the government and the corporation negotiate over who is responsible.  In some cases, the process completely shuts down.  Canadians witnessed this first hand when a contract dispute with the private-sector forced the Canadian military to take over a ship loaded with military hardware.

Huge and expensive issues can also arise as to who is responsible for what.  A classic example of this was seen in Hamilton, the home of one of Canada’s first P3 sewage treatment facilities.  In December 1995, the Regional Municipality of Hamilton Wentworth signed a 10 year, $180 million contract with the new, one year old Philips Utilities Management (PUMC).  The contract transferred responsibility for the operation, management and maintenance of the Region’s water and sewage system to the PUMC.

In January 1966, an accident at the Hamilton treatment plant managed by Philips Services caused the worst spill in its history.  Approximately 180 million litres spilled into the harbour.  Over 70 homes and businesses reported excessive damage after their basements were filled with raw sewage.  More than a year after this catastrophe, the region and Philips were still wrangling over who was responsible for the cleanup.  Sorting out the responsibility is estimated to have cost the municipality $400,000 in legal, staff and consulting fees.

Risk Transfer

One of the major reasons cited for Public Private Partnerships is that it allows risk to be shared between a public and private partner.  There is little evidence from other projects that this has been the case.  And where it does happen, the public partner pays a premium for it.

The PPP3 guide from the Ministry of Municipal Affairs notes:

The degree of risk to be transferred to the private partner will determine the extent of the return or reward required by the private partner. The more risk, the higher the expected return.  The private sector will not be interested in opportunities in which the local government is unable or unwilling to offer rewards that are commensurate with the risks the private sector may be required to accept.  Proposals for public private partnerships that do not balance risks and rewards between the prospective partners have limited prospects for proceeding.  The issue of balance to the private sector is based on market conditions and other opportunities for investment.

In other words, the public pays a premium price for any risk the private sector decides it wants to absorb.  Who then is really carrying the risk?

The principal risk transferred to the private sector in Public Private Partnerships are those met during the construction phase of an infrastructure project, risks that disappear at an early stage of the project.

In practice the risk to the private sector is limited.  The public sector increasingly bears the risks of PPP projects.  The ultimate risk is that if a project collapses, it will remain the responsibility of the public sector.  Most services provided under PPP’s are effectively public monopolies, so the risks stay in the public sector.  If the service fails, or is of poor quality, the public sector cannot go elsewhere.

What happens if a custodial contractor walks away from a school or a hospital or a municipal service?  The service must still be done and the hospital, school board or municipality will have to make sure it happens.  That ultimate risk resides with the public body.

Loss of Public Control

According to school officials at Chicago Public Schools, private custodial crews have stolen computer equipment, and one firm, now barred from future contracts, hired convicted felons to perform cleaning work. In addition, a $35 million cleaning contract originally bid in the summer of 1999 had to be rebid at a later point in time because the Board of Education was concerned that the firms had been talking to each other about pricing.



When work is contracted out to a private partner the public body loses this level of control in the work place.  

No Going Back

Public bodies involved in P3s may find themselves stuck with long-term contracts and unacceptable levels of service.  For example, if a post-secondary institution were to sign a contract for a company to design, build and operate a facility for several years, it could be stuck with continual problems of lack of cleanliness or other service related problems. 

In some conditions, it may not be possible to go back at all.  

Governments are endangering their control over local infrastructure and services by participating in trade agreements such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA); its successor, the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA); and the World Trade Organization (WTO).  These global trade institutions effectively give transnational corporations unprecedented access to the services of signatory countries. 
The Greater Vancouver Regional District in June 2001 abandoned a longstanding plan to build a water treatment plant through a Design/Build/Operate model.  The GVRD cited concerns over the implications of trade agreements as the reason.  The District said,

"There is some uncertainty about the impact of international trade treaties, NAFTA and GATS, and even though the risks may be small, the public did not want to take those risks no matter what efficiencies may be gained. We said we would listen. And we did. We took that ‘sober second look’ and changed our minds.”

"We very much need some clarity around how trade treaties affect the ability of local authorities to manage their water and other services," Mr. Hunt said. "We will alert federal authorities about the concerns raised in Greater Vancouver, and seek assurances that the Federal Government will absolutely protect the ability of local authorities to provide services without suffering repercussions from private companies, other nations or the government of Canada as a result of international treaties."

Public bodies should be extremely careful before making a decision to enter into an agreement that will bring them under the control of secret, international trade tribunals.

Loss to Employees and to the Community

Employees are the most obvious and direct losers when public bodies privatize services and enter into public private partnerships.  Workers with well paid jobs and benefit packages find themselves either unemployed or paid much less by a private company.  Under the Campbell government legislation, they will also lose their union since successorship, at least in the health sector, has been eliminated.

But employees are not the only losers in this situation.  Communities lose when well-paid jobs disappear and are replaced by close to minimum wage jobs.  People buy less in their communities.

More money flows out of the community with the corporate profits.  Those profits flow to places like France (Sodexho) and Portland (ServiceMaster).

CONCLUSION

There is increasing financial pressure being placed on our post-secondary institutions.    The answer is neither massive increases in student tuition fees, nor the privatization of infrastructure and services.  The answer is adequate funding from senior levels of government to ensure the continuation of a superior public post-secondary education system in British Columbia.  

Submitted by:

Canadian Union of Public Employees, BC Division
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