
On March 7th, Montreal police officers firing shock grenades directly 
into a crowd of peaceful students injured a student to the point where 
he may well lose his eye [1]. On March 26th, McGill University started 
banning students from campus for peacefully flyering in front of 
classrooms, while security guards at Concordia allegedly struck a 
student who doing nothing but filming. A message from McGill 
University's Associate VP University Services invokes the Provisional 
Protocol to justify bringing police on campus to repress student dissent 
in the future. 

Why are these institutions fighting back so forcefully to suppress the 
student movement and defend tuition hikes, a measure that seemingly 
affects a relatively narrow constituency?  The answer lies in the role 
that education plays in social mobility. Throughout nearly every social 
struggle, access to education, including higher education, has been an 
important goal and a means for realizing greater representation, 
economic success, and access to power for traditionally oppressed 
communities. Societies with greater access to education are more equal 
across the board, a fact that the architects of tuition hikes know well. 

Repression 
On university campuses 
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Repression of the Student Movement:  
An Unreasonable Response? 

In an age when the population is booming while resources become more scarce, 
when the number of displaced people from resource conflicts and global climate 
change is at an all-time high and growing, when our dependence on fossil fuels 
and long-distance transportation threatens to make even the most basic 
necessities unaffordable for most people; in an age, in other words, where 
things are getting a whole lot harder for a lot of people, we're being told the 
solution is "austerity", a collective belt-tightening. 

It is no coincidence that around the world, these austerity measures begin with 
an effort to make education inaccessible. Because an educated population is one 
that can see through the lies that are told about the necessity of the suffering 
this belt-tightening will reap. Because a campus of diverse people with nothing 
to do but think and talk and put that thought into action is a profoundly 
dangerous thing for a repressive regime. (And repression is necessary when 
your policies starve people and leave them to die of untreated disease.) 
Because university degrees are a way into jobs and power and wealth and 
when resources are scarce, the people who have those things will not part with 
them easily. 

What is being proposed across the world is not, in fact, a universal tightening of 
our belts. It is a systematic expropriation from the have-lesses in order to 
safeguard the comfort of the have-mores. And so the growing violence of police 
action that journalists like Stefan Christoff are highlighting [2] is justified 
because what is at stake is not $1625 per year, but rather the structures of 
power that seek to keep control of the world's resources in the hands of a few. 

In Chile, in Britain, in Greece, in Spain, across the US and Canada, attacks on 
students' rights and the accessibility of education are being underlined by an 
excess of police power and university repression. [3]  But experience both past 
and recent shows us that the result of such repression is not a foregone 
conclusion. In fact, peoples' moral outrage and willingness to stand up for 
themselves and their comrades is the only thing that has ever stopped greed 
and tyranny.  [See endnotes on page 7] 
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Repression on McGill's Campus 

We ask that members of our community treat each other with respect and 
conduct themselves in a manner that allows the open sharing of views, while not 

interfering with McGill’s commitment to deliver our courses to our students. 

—McGill VP University Services Jim Nicell, in a March 26th statement meant to 
justify the administration's banning of several students from campus.  The 
students were peacefully passing out flyers outside classrooms that have a 

strike mandate. 

The most recent wave of repression on McGill's campus begins with the 
administration's response to striking MUNACA workers in Fall 2011. The 
administration repeatedly went to court to limit workers' right to picket 
outside the university, obtaining injunction after injunction restricting protest to 
certain narrowly defined areas of the perimeter. Students who organised an 
outdoor sit-in/teach-in in support of the striking workers (see photo) were 
brought up on disciplinary 
charges, while others who 
attempted to collect 
signatures of support 
were accused of illegally 
operating on behalf of the 
union. Professors who 
chose not to cross picket 
lines were accused of 
breach of contract and 
t h r e a t e n e d  w i t h 
sanctions.  

During the MUNACA strike, the McGill Administration also began using the 
MRO system to broadcast the administration's position into the inboxes of every 
McGill student, staff person, and faculty member, often grossly misrepresenting 
MUNACA's actions while allowing them no equivalent forum to air their own 
side. 
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The environment of repression and tension bred by the administration continued 
into November, when what had been a battle fought in courts and email inboxes 
turned physical. On November 10th, McGill security guards injured peaceful 
students who had entered Principal Heather Monroe-Blum's office in protest. 
Outside, riot police circled the building, using batons, bikes, and pepper spray to 
physically assault solidarity protesters and passers-by. 

The events of November 10th launched two parallel processes in the university. 
One, a grassroots movement of students and faculty, started with a speak-out 
attended by over 1,000 students on November 14th and generated the 
Independent Student Inquiry, the McGill Governance Reform Project, the 
Alternative University Project, and other initiatives by students and faculty to 
reform the institution and create greater dialogue and democracy. The other 
process was instigated by Principal Monroe-Blum herself, and involved tapping 
her colleague Daniel Jutras, Dean of Law, to conduct an “unbiased” inquiry into 
November 10th and the “securitisation of campus.”  

This trend continued into the new year. Faced with the administration's 
repeated refusal to include student input in the preparation and implementation 
of the Jutras report, students protested the January Board of Governors 
meeting at which it was to be presented, singing loudly to make their presence 
felt. The administration responded with a campaign of political repression, 
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targeting known student activists for disciplinary proceedings, whether they 
were in fact present or not. The administration also began to shut down the 
transparency of its governance even more, closing McGill Senate meetings and 
only allowing a livestream to be shown in a distant room. 

Around the same time, Deputy Provost Student Life & Learning Morton 
Mendelson was refusing to ratify the results of democratic student referenda 
supporting the existence of QPIRG and CKUT, campus institutions that have 
long been under attack from right-wing groups on- and off-campus. In early 
February, a group of students entered Dr. Mendelson's office, throwing him a 
surprise resignation party and refusing to leave until the votes were ratified.   
The administration responded by refusing to negotiate and cutting off access to 
internet, electricity, food, and finally even the use of bathroom facilities. After 
five days of stonewalling and refusing to even open discussions, the 
administration called police to escort the occupartiers out of the building. In an 
ironic twist, after complaining about the student protestors “blocking” access to 
important services in the James building, McGill's administration now requires 
every visitor to the building to sign in, have their ID checked, and have phoned 
ahead for an appointment — even if they are simply delivering paperwork. 

The day after #6party was evicted, the McGill administration implemented a 
new Provisional Protocol Regarding Demonstrations, Protests, and Occupations 
on McGill University Campuses. The protocol prohibits demonstrations or 
expressions of dissent anywhere that may be construed as “imped[ing] the 
conduct of University activities”, and/or posing “explicit or implied threats to 
persons” or a “risk to University property”, among other clauses. It allows for 
Security agents to surveil and monitor protest situations and call police onto 
campus at their discretion. The Protocol is so far-reaching that it expands far 
beyond precedent at most universities, and potentially violates the Quebec 
charter of rights. 

In recent days as students on strike have handed out materials to their 
classmates encouraging them to respect democratic strike votes, the 
administration has invoked the Protocol to justify increasingly violent repression 
of the strike movement and student activism in general. 



Page 6 

Psychological harassment 
One of the principal tools of repression used by the McGill administration has 
been to create a culture of fear on campus. The MRO messages sent by Jim 
Nicell, Michael Di Grappa and other senior members of the administration to all 
staff, students, and faculty members have been essential to this process. Under 
the pretext of keeping the campus community informed, the administration has 
created a culture of fear and anxiety characterised by an exaggerated sense of 
the threat posed by striking workers and protesting students. The MRO system 
imposes incessant one-way communication on the community in a way that 
borders on harassment, and repeated requests to opt out of the system have 
been met with refusal and the claim that “most” members of the community find 
the messages helpful. 

Through the MRO system, the administration has framed the discussion around 
protest and dissent on campus as one about danger, discomfort, and a fictional 
unified McGill community whose priorities must either be those of the 
administration or be invalid. The purpose of the MRO system is made clear when 
we note that although MRO messages have been sent out about peaceful 
demonstrations in Montreal that did not even approach McGill's campus, no 
MRO was sent when students on the Macdonald Campus were gay-bashed 
earlier this semester.  The MROs are part of a broader alert system that 
includes the emergency text service and Alertus, a software program that 
causes a pop-up to block your computer screen with an emergency message 
whenever McGill deploys it. Alertus is installed on all university computers and 
available for download on one’s personal computer. 

In addition to intimidating the general McGill population, McGill's security 
apparatus has targeted student activists for profiling, surveillance, and 
harassment. The number of security guards employed at McGill has drastically 
increased over the past year, and security guards have filmed and followed 
students engaging in peaceful protest or organising, have engaged in homophobic 
and sexist harassment, and have even physically assaulted students. 

Access to information requests reveal that the administration and security 
force have collected frighteningly extensive records on student activists. At the 
same time, in several cases disciplinary charges have been brought against 
students who were not even present at the activities with which they were 
charged, revealing that the administration has a policy of targeting specific 
people for their political activities, rather than acting in an impartial and fact-
based way. 



endnotes 
[1] http://www.mcgilldaily.com/2012/03/march7protest 
 
[2]  http://rabble.ca/news/2012/03/police-violence-rise-montreal 
 
[3] http://www.morningstaronline.co.uk/news/content/view/full/110460;  
     http://www.oxbridgeessays.com/blog/student-tuiton-fees-protests-police-
brutality-breached-human-rights-654/ 

http://morallowground.com/2011/06/30/shocking-video-of-greek-police-
brutality-during-athens-protests/ 

https://rt.com/news/spain-valencia-protests-violence-931/ 
http://studentactivism.net/2011/11/20/ten-things-you-should-know-about-

fridays-uc-davis-police-violence/ 
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How to submit an Acess to Information request. 
You have a right to request a copy of all documents that McGill University 
holds about you. Simply write a letter to Stephen Strople, Secretary-General, 
McGill University Secretariat, James Administration Building, Rm. 313. 
In it: 
⇒  Include your name, address, email address, and other contact details. 
⇒ Mention that you're writing in accordance with the Act respecting Access 

to documents held by public bodies and the Protection of personal 
information. 

⇒ List the information you want to receive (possibilities: all video, audio, and 
text materials containing your name or likeness held by McGill University 
or its contractors, including Securitas; a list of all times someone other 
than yourself has accessed your McGill email, including who accessed it and 
their position; a list of all communications McGill university has had 
regarding you with outside institutions, including copies or recordings...) 

⇒ Ask for as much material as possible to be made available electronically 
(You'll see why.) 

 
Submit the letter by hand or by mail, and you should receive a letter from 
McGill saying they got the request. McGill will then have 20 days (they can 
extend it to 30) from the time they received your letter to provide you with 
the documents. Once the documents are ready, you can look at them for free in 
person, or pay a fee to make copies. 

Knowledge is power! 
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