[bookmark: _GoBack]I am writing to you on behalf of the Engineering Society of Queen’s University. Our Society is extremely concerned about the plan to introduce online opt-outs for “non-essential ancillary fees” under the “student choice initiative” and the impact it will have on student life at Queen’s. The members of our Executive would be grateful for an opportunity to meet with you to discuss solutions that ensure financial accessibility for all students while continuing accessibility to the events, services and support provided by student organizations.
Importance of Student Groups
There are many services, events, and functions that are autonomously run by student groups that may not be categorized as mandatory by the suggested policy. There are many downstream benefits to hosting events; the community created because of these activities is critical for not only students’ university experience, but for their academic and mental wellness peer support systems.
The university environment provides an academic learning environment, but an equally critical aspect is the personal and professional growth opportunities. Most often, these are provided within extra-curriculars organized by student-run groups. Attending industry networking sessions, getting training in soft skills or professional skills, organizing complex logistics, and team and project management are all experiential benefits created by student-organized functions. These experiences are critical for the development of students while in university.
Importance of Infrastructure
Those functions I have outlined above, as well as functions that would be categorized as mandatory under your announcement, require a strong student group infrastructure. This infrastructure creates yearly improvements, allows for institutional memory, and ensures due process is followed. The solidity of a society’s structure is what allows for strong services (those “essential” and otherwise); without this strength, those services would crumble. Having this infrastructure results in many hidden fees, for example administration and legal costs to create and evaluate contracts, handle payroll, etc. Making student fees online opt-outable creates the opportunity for that infrastructure to crumble.
This infrastructure will also lead to innovation. Managing and running logistics of student-groups with a strong structure keeps passionate, talented people together and thinking critically. The ideas and drive to create new initiatives that are crucial for students’ well-being come from the experiences had within these student organizations. Queen’s has a long, rich history of student government that continuously builds and introduces new initiatives; these policies would be a significant step back in developing benefits for our students.
Importance of Mandatory Fees
I have outlined why student fees are needed, but I recognize that students should have control over how fees are collected and accountability for how they are spent. This is why our Society’s Constitution explicitly ensures fees can only be changed via referendum, and why our funds are distributed by democratically elected officers. This is a democratic, transparent process that reflects the opinions of every member of our Society, and thus every member who pays our fee.
Such an opt-out process is intended to lessen financial barriers for students, however I believe this would increase the financial barriers to those less fortunate. Under this policy, many student groups would have no choice but to exclude those who did not pay their fee that funds their services. Students that cannot afford the fees would opt-out of the fee and lose access to those crucial services outlined above. Instead, such students should be able to access these services while being given financial support via student-run bursary programs and government or university aid.

I would like to reiterate the amount of concern the Engineering Society of Queen’s University has about the consequences of these suggested policies and reiterate that we would much appreciate the opportunity to discuss this further. Many crucial functions would lose funding under this policy; student development would be lessened, and growth of critical services would be halted. Students need control over their funds and the accountability of distribution thereafter, as well as less financial burdens for those less fortunate, but I believe this can be achieved in a different process that allows student groups to continue to thrive. Mandating referendum for fee changes and mandating bursary programs are two of such avenues.
The fiscal uncertainty that opt-out fees introduce for student groups would severely handicap these groups, and thus the Ontario university experience and value. I hope that you will choose to consider student voices and reflect the opinions of those affected by this policy before making such a significant decision.

Sincerely,
Carson Cook
Engineering Society President
Queen’s University
