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OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT 

 

19 December 2011 
 
Dr. Carolyn Sale 
Associate Professor 
Department of English and Film Studies 
University of Alberta 
3-77 Humanities Centre 
 
Dear Dr. Sale: 
 
Thank you for your letter of 12 December 2011 expressing your concerns regarding the budget challenges facing 
the Faculty of Arts.  I too am deeply concerned about the budget pressures not only in the Faculty of Arts, but in all 
of our academic and administrative units.  
 
One of the defining characteristics of the University of Alberta is our commitment to—and responsibility for—
advancing curiosity-driven scholarship and activities across the academy.  I agree with you that any great institution 
must include vibrant and strong faculties of arts and sciences at its core and that it should champion basic research.  
The University of Alberta’s commitment to maintaining strength across the whole academy is reflected in our 
academic plan and stated clearly in our Comprehensive Institutional Plan to government.  I have spoken, and 
continue to speak, passionately to government, granting agencies and donors about the critical nature of the fine 
arts, social sciences, and humanities to our institution, our society and the global community.  In recent 
conversations, government officials have spoken to me about the importance of higher education in assuring 
positive social outcomes in our communities, building engaged citizens, and contributing non-economic benefits to 
society.  This tells me that government is hearing our message and understands the vital nature of the humanities, 
social sciences and fine arts. 
 
At the same time, the entire university is facing realities caused by the fact that costs continue to increase faster 
than revenues in the operating budget.  As you no doubt know, the university has two major sources of operating 
funding revenue—its grant from the provincial government and tuition.  For the last two years, the university has 
received a zero percent increase to its Campus Alberta grant.  Tuition, which is controlled through regulation, was 
increased by .035 percent in 2011-12 and has been approved to increase by 1.45 percent in 2012-13.  
 
In many cases, the total amount flowing to any particular unit doesn’t change significantly.  In some cases, the total 
amount actually increases slightly.  Units, including the Faculty of Arts, whose budgets were reduced in March, 
actually see that money flow back to staff salaries and benefits that increase in spring and summer.   
 
It may appear to defy common sense that units are making cuts when revenue remains relatively stable.  However, 
the lion’s share of our operating budget is allocated to staff salaries and benefits, and as per negotiated settlements 
and ongoing merit increases, those costs are rising. The result is that less money is available for other aspects of 
our operating budgets. 
 



Given the fact that our core mission is teaching and research, this is a trade-off we cannot avoid.  If you examine 
the budget for the Faculty of Arts, the base budget has consistently increased over the last five years.  Although a 
budget cut of approximately $1.2 million was implemented in 2011-12, $2.1 million was allocated to increased 
support staff and academic salary costs in the same period.    
 
The challenge that the entire university faces is this: how do we manage in an environment where we receive a 
zero percent grant increase, when a minimum four percent grant increase is required to maintain what we have?  I 
turn to our Deans and the entire U of A community to develop and implement strategies that will help to protect the 
academic integrity of our programs and quality of the educational experience, while achieving effective 
administrative services.  Each of our faculties and administrative units is dealing with the same issues as the 
Faculty of Arts and all are making difficult, and in some cases unpleasant, decisions.  There are no easy answers to 
the budget challenges we face.  However, I strongly believe that each faculty is in the best position to assess its 
particular situation and implement a strategy that is consistent with the university’s academic plan while meeting the 
specific budget pressures of that faculty. 
 
I understand your deeply held concerns for the Faculty of Arts and the staff within it.  For that reason I, along with 
the entire senior administrative staff, have advocated constantly to government to secure increased funding to the 
university.  We have argued consistently that we require a minimum four percent increase to the university’s 
operating grant.  We speak passionately about the importance of a diverse and comprehensive academy and the 
critical role of the humanities, social sciences, and fine arts to our society. I have also advocated for differentiated 
funding to the U of A, recognizing our unique mandate within Alberta’s post-secondary system.  This led to the 
creation of the Campus Alberta Innovates Chair Program, with targeted funding ranging from $300,000 to $650,000 
each, for 16 chairs to universities.  Seven of the CAIP chairs have been awarded to the U of A; one of those 
focuses on food security and sovereignty, and its home faculty is in the U of A’s Faculty of Arts, in partnership with 
the Faculty of Agricultural, Life, and Environmental Sciences.  In addition, I have pushed for a three-year funding 
cycle for post-secondary education in Alberta, which will allow us to plan ahead rather than have to adjust year-by-
year to changing funding levels; this, too, is an idea that the province has accepted. 
 
Be assured that I am leading the efforts on behalf of our university—and with my colleagues at the University of 
Calgary, the University of Lethbridge, and Athabasca University, for the entire post-secondary sector in Alberta—for 
increased government investment in higher education.  But the presidents cannot do this alone.  I hope that you, 
along with every academic and staff member of our community, will continue to raise awareness of the importance 
of funding to higher education and to the U of A.  As for me, I will continue to advocate to government; I will 
continue to speak passionately about the critical role of the humanities, social sciences, and fine arts to the U of A 
and our society; and I will continue to seek new funding so we can reduce the impact of the budget challenges 
faced not only by the Faculty of Arts, but by the entire university. 
 
Thank you for sharing your concerns with me. 
 
Yours sincerely,  

 
Indira V. Samarasekera, O.C. 
President and Vice-Chancellor 
  


