
 

 

November 20, 2015 
 
 
Dr. Roseann O’Reilly Runte 
President and Vice-Chancellor 
Carleton University 
503 Tory Building 
1125 Colonel By Drive 
Ottawa, ON  
K1S 5B6 
 
Dear President Runte: 
 
I am writing to you to follow up on ongoing governance matters at Carleton University.  
 
It has been brought to my attention that a faculty representative on the Board of Governors 
is facing potential sanctions for refusing to sign the Board’s revised Statement of General 
Duties, Fiduciary Responsibilities and Conflict of Interest. I have carefully reviewed the 
Statement, and am concerned that several provisions violate basic principles of democratic 
governance that I would expect all universities to uphold. 
 
The fiduciary responsibilities of Board members should include clear guidelines on conflict of 
interest, and expectations that governors will act fairly and in good faith in the performance 
of their duties. However, Carleton’s Statement goes far beyond the scope of fiduciary duty 
understood in Canadian law by  requiring that all Governors, “maintain the confidentiality of 
all discussions, materials, reports, data and other documentation,” (emphasis added). 
Furthermore, this requirement of confidentiality “survives the end of the term of office of a 
member of the Board, and continues without limitation as to time.” Board members are also 
advised that “it is inappropriate and not in the best interests of the University for a 
Governor to comment in any forum, including print, social or electronic media of any form 
outside a meeting of the Board or one of its Committees, on matters considered or 
discussed by the Board or any of its Committees.” 
 
I am perplexed and deeply disturbed by this degree of secrecy demanded of Board 
members. A fiduciary does not have a legal duty to secrecy in all matters. Instead they 
have an overriding duty to look out for what they believe are the best interests of the 
University as a whole. In many instances this duty will require a Governor to promote public 
discussion and debate within a constituency or the entire community of matters being 
considered at the Board.  
 
The confidentiality requirements of the Statement directly undermine the principles of 
openness and transparency in university governance. As I indicated to you in an earlier 
letter, secrecy is the enemy of democratic accountability and collegial governance. It runs 
contrary to the values of open debate, academic freedom, and freedom of expression that 
should lie at the very heart of our universities and colleges. The strict requirement of 
secrecy and prohibitions on a Governor’s ability to comment on Board meetings does a 
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disservice to the Board and the Carleton community as a whole. It is contrary to collegial 
governance which requires openness and transparency on the part of governing boards, 
senates, and constituent bodies. 
Faculty representatives on the Board of Governors do not sacrifice their academic freedom 
when they are elected, and they must have the right to inform and consult their 
constituency on discussions at the Board. The only matters that justifiably need to be kept 
secret are those that deal with confidential personnel matters, individual student issues, or 
the negotiation of contracts.  
 
I will be bringing these concerns to the CAUT Council meeting to be held in Ottawa next 
week so that academic staff leaders from across the country may be made aware of the 
situation and consider what steps may need to be taken to encourage Carleton to remedy 
the matter. I urge you and the Board to re-consider taking action against the faculty 
member who has refused to sign the Statement. I also call upon you to revise the 
Statement so that it fully respects collegial governance, transparency, and academic 
freedom. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
David Robinson 
Executive Director 
 
/mmp 
 
cc: Pum van Veldhoven, President, CUASA 
 Daniel Draper, Interim Executive Director, CUASA 
 Robin Vose, President, CAUT 
 Peter McInnis, Chair, CAUT Academic Freedom and Tenure Committee 
 
  
 
 


