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Memo 
 
To:  IRIS Executive and IRIS Community 
From:  Dawn Bazely (Director) and Sheila Embleton (member of IRIS Steering 

Committee) 
 
Re:  Meeting of VP Robert Hache and AVP Lisa Philipps with Profs. Dawn Bazely 

and Sheila Embleton to discuss the rechartering of IRIS (Institute for Research 
and Innovation in Sustainability) 

 
Date:  24 April 2014 8:00 am  
Location: Kaneff Tower 
 
 
The meeting started with a reference by VP Hache & also by AVP Philipps to the 2008 
IRIS External Review as well as the 2014 external review, indicating that they both 
raised issues about IRIS that were/are ongoing: 
a. Lack of clarity on the way forward. 
b. Lack of clear research objectives. 
c. Trend to declining research funding. 
 
Given this, the recommendation of the VPRI was not to recharter IRIS and to terminate 
this Pan-University Research Centre. 
Additional mention was made of “weak” support letters from Deans, with only 2 
promising to provide small amounts of monies to cover the co-ordinator’s salary. 
 
Bazely pointed out the following and sought clarification: 
1. In the 2008 External Review, the reviewers recommended that a central funding line to 
cover the research centre’s co-ordinator, be provided by the VPRI and that this had never 
happened. Yet, in the intervening 5 years, we raise the co-ordinator’s salary through 
grants and overhead. Bazely also commented, that in her opinion, it’s the ORUs with 
direct university budget commitments (cf. Centre for Atmospheric Chemistry) or with 
endowments (cf. Robarts Centre) which have no problem covering co-ordinator salaries 
and that other centres have faced much more difficult situtations in continuing to pay this 
salary once research funds expire.  
Additionally, the 2014 External Review by 3 independent faculty members (Law 
(Canada), Business (Canada) & Biology (USA)) clearly recommended rechartering of 
IRIS, with caveats, and suggestions, to which IRIS had responded. 
 
In response, AVP Philipps stated that the track record of IRIS paying the co-ordinator 
salary really meant very little in the context of how other research centres were facing 
their salary demands. 
 
2.  In response to Bazely and Embleton’s requests for references dates and particulars of 
specific documents and occasions being referenced, an ongoing theme was references to  
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“conversations” with the Board (NB we will be seeking record and minutes of these 
meetings through FIPPA). 
 
The Board met with Dawn Bazely in August 2012, and comprised of a mix of newly 
arrived to York and Canada deans, and acting and associate deans.  
 
Bazely commented that this Board (1) was given an annual report of 1 year of activities 
and (2) was comprised of some people who were just learning about the culture of York, 
so how could they be expected to comment in an informed way about the complex and 
highly contested issue of sustainability (& not their field). 
 
Hache stated that York values sustainability research, including IRIS’ “ancillary” 
activities and will now undertake a task force to assess how to do sustainability research 
at York. 
 
He stated that the IRIS application and model did not fit the ORU policy. To which 
Bazely responded, “I would call that a policy failure on your part”. 
 
Bazely commented that the nature of sustainability research is inclusive and antithetical 
to business-as-usual research models in academia, so must always take account of  
divergent opinions, including “non” support letters viz. that provided by the dean of FES, 
because that is the nature of the sustainability space. 
 
Further reference was made by VP Hache and AVP Philipps to “weak” unsupportive 
dean’s letters. It should be noted here that the rechartering application contained letters of 
support from all faculties save Fine Arts (that dean – newly arrived from the USA 
thought that the participation of undergraduate students and a newly arrived faculty 
member in sustainability, was not enough to warrant support). The VPRI stated their 
opinion that the FES letter was NOT supportive of IRIS rechartering. If there is a 
different letter from FES, then we at IRIS, need to see it, because the opinion of the IRIS 
executive during the writing of the rechartering process was that, while the FES Dean’s 
letter expressed a divergent viewpoint, that it was NOT per se unsupportive of 
rechartering. We described this in the rechartering application as being characteristic of 
the sustainability research space.  
 
We agreed that only 2 decanal letters mentioned money. Bazely clarified that in 
July/August 2013, she was directed by AVP Philipps to stop meeting with individual 
deans to canvas their support, financial and otherwise for IRIS’ rechartering application. 
The decanal letters reflect this, as well as the consistent efforts of IRIS to listen to the 
VPRI’s continually evolving rules for rechartering and to comply with them in good 
faith.  
 
After explaining that sustainability research is by its very nature, tough to pin down, 
collaborative, inclusive, interdisciplinary, Bazely asked VP Hache and AVP Philipps 
what their last collaborative, interdisciplinary large team grant of which they were a PI, 
was. They declined to respond, indicating that this was not germane to the meeting. 
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For the record, in Bazely’s opinion, the experience of administrators with this kind of 
research is essential to understanding and appreciating the sustainability conundrum, and 
there is literature supporting this view. 
 
At this point, Embleton again asked questions of clarification regarding various general 
statements that had been made about meetings and conversations, and stated that we 
would require minutes of those meetings.  
 
Embleton also pointed out that terminating IRIS and holding a 1-2 year task force would 
leave a vacuum of research activity in sustainability at York. At this point, VP Hache 
indicated that there would be a one year transition period and faculty engaged with IRIS 
(>100 of whom added their name to the rechartering application) would be most welcome 
to participate in the task force. Both Embleton and Bazely made mention that IRIS 
members have been engaging in a rechartering process for going on over 18 months and 
may be more likely to move on with their research and teaching. 
 
Bazely then suggested that the meeting had drawn to a natural conclusion (“I think I’ve 
heard enough”), and in parting offered a word of advice to VPRI, suggesting that it might 
be beneficial for VPRI to reflect on its conduct in the broader community, outside of 
York, over the last few years. In various networking conversations and interactions with 
the sustainability research and action research community, Bazely often heard negative 
feedback about York’s research engagement, some of it pertaining specifically to VPRI. 
For someone who has invested very heavily in promoting York University as an excellent 
research and teaching culture, receiving this kind of feedback is not what Bazely wants to 
hear. 
 
The meeting ended. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


