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Executive Summary 

BACKGROUND 

In September 2018, two individuals from the MSU team came forward to staff to express their concerns 

about a culture of sexual assault on the student volunteer team known as the Maroons. They did not 

indicate that they had personally experienced sexual assault but claimed that others on the team had. 

They wanted to work with staff and the Board to find ways in which to make the Maroons a safe and 

inclusive space for all members involved. Together, an online reporting tool for volunteers was created 

to try and minimize the barriers people may face when disclosing in person. A Maroons team meeting 

was requested by some members to speak about the allegations which MSU staff decided could not be 

done because survivors had indicated that such a conversation would make them uncomfortable.  

In February 2019, an article was released in the Silhouette, the student newspaper, in regard to the 

culture within the Maroons and how members were not happy with the handling of the situation by the 

MSU staff. A few weeks after the article came out, the MSU made a statement in regard to the article 

and identified action steps being taken to address the culture of sexual assault within the MSU and on 

campus.  

One of these action steps was that the MSU engage the services of HR Proactive Inc. as an independent, 

external third-party to conduct an Environmental Audit and to report findings and recommendations to 

the MSU. The Auditor initiated the investigation on April 9, 2019. 

The MSU is a separately incorporated, non-profit corporation operating within the McMaster University 

community. Membership includes undergraduate students taking eighteen units or more at McMaster 

University. They employ approximately thirty-six full time staff, over two hundred part-time employees 

and engage hundreds of volunteers. The Student Representative Assembly (SRA) is the governing council 

of the MSU responsible for creating policy, overseeing the operations of the organization, and serving as 

a representative forum for the discussion of student issues. The Executive Board makes management 

and strategic planning decisions on behalf of the SRA with respect to the MSU, including but not limited 

to part-time staff, services, and operation.  

The Maroons are one of approximately twenty services offered by the MSU. They provide students with 

information, opportunities and resources to get involved in the various services of the MSU. They help 

students integrate into the community and act as a spirit squad through promoting and organizing 

events to express school pride and unity. Maroons are identifiable by their Maroons Jumpsuits during 

welcome week, at varsity games and other events throughout the year. The team is comprised of one 

paid part-time student (known as the Coordinator), seven executives (unpaid) and sixty general 

representatives (unpaid).  
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The interviews conducted as a result of the Audit have identified concerns with the culture in the MSU 

and the Maroons. Some of the concerns referred to past events, primarily within the Maroons; many 

participants stated that the issues are no longer apparent. 

The findings show that members of the Maroons were sexually assaulted and harassed by at least one 

former staff person in the past. These allegations of harassment, if formally investigated and 

corroborated, could result in a finding that members and/or workers were treated contrary to the 

University and MSU policies, Occupational Health and Safety Act of Ontario, and/or the Human Rights 

Code of Ontario. If reported to legal authorities, the experiences of at least one participant could be a 

violation of the Criminal Code. 

The Audit has revealed that many participants within the MSU and the Maroons feel that the MSU is not 

being responsive to the needs of victims/survivors of sexual violence in a manner that accurately reflects 

the policies of the University and the MSU. 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

Maroons Probationary Terms 
 
The Maroons were put on a year-long probation with conditions for the 2019-2020 term by the MSU 

Student Representative Assembly (Student Senate). These conditions were drafted by a group of 

students (some who were previous Maroons) who brought them forward to the Student Representative 

Assembly, edited and approved them, and they are currently in place.   

1. The size of the team may be reduced as per the recommendation of the Services Committee to 

Executive Board. 

2. The total number of returning Representatives on the team may be reduced as per the 

recommendation of the Services Committee to Executive Board. 

3. The Maroons will not be allowed to hold any non-approved events, including but not limited to, 

their annual “Blue Mountain” trip. 

4. Alcohol will not be approved at sanctioned events outside of licensed establishments for the 

Maroons. 

5. Any Maroons Representative that is accused of sexual harassment or assault through the official 

reporting tool will be dealt with in accordance to the Workplace Anti-Violence, Harassment, and 

Sexual Harassment Policy. 

6. Any violation of these conditions can result in the termination of a student’s contract within the 

Maroons, and may negatively impact their chances of being re-hired, and harm their chances of 

being involved with any MSU service. If found that the service continues to partake in activities 
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that were banned, it may jeopardize the service’s full reinstatement in the following year upon 

the recommendation of Executive Board.  

7. The following statement (or similar) shall be included on all emails offering positions within the 

Maroons: 

a) “The MSU Maroons have a zero-tolerance policy for sexual assault and harassment. Any 

allegations will be dealt with subject to the Workplace Anti-Violence, Harassment, and 

Sexual Harassment Policy.” 

HR Proactive Inc. makes the following recommendations to support compliance with the law: 

1. Continuation of Probationary Terms 

The MSU Student Representative Assembly (Student Senate) implemented the one-year probationary 

terms noted above in an attempt to address the concerns raised in this Audit. It is recommended that 

these terms be adopted on a permanent basis for the Maroons and formalized into the Maroons’ 

Operating Policy. This would provide the MSU with an opportunity to have the university community 

“Reimagine the Maroons” and to refocus activities described in the Maroons Operating Policy as being 

“dedicated to increasing the level of leadership, school spirit, and pride” in the student body. 

2. Policies on Workplace Violence, Harassment and Sexual Harassment 

The MSU should continue its work in developing, educating and ensuring compliance with Policies & 

Procedures that are aligned with the policies of McMaster University. Policies are in place within the 

MSU and the Maroons; however, participants expressed confusion about when each is 

applicable. Participants reported that the McMaster and MSU policies are confusing and they do not 

seem to be adhered to as written. Because there are at least three different comprehensive policies 

related to Harassment, Sexual Harassment, and Workplace Violence, reporting procedures are not clear. 

The MSU should have one singular policy and process (aligned with those of the university) to support 

reporting and resolutions of concerns in relation to Workplace Violence, Harassment and Sexual 

Harassment. Within this policy, it should be made clear to staff and students where and to whom they 

can turn to under this policy. Complainants should have a neutral, objective third-party with whom to 

report concerns. 

Participants expressed confusion about how the MSU Disciplinary Procedures are applied; one 

participant who tried to make a complaint of sexual harassment was advised that the person in question 

would have to commit three infractions before they could be disciplined. It is recommended that the 

disciplinary procedures be clearly explained to all staff and volunteers who may receive a complaint 

under the Workplace Violence, Harassment and Sexual Harassment policy and if verified be treated as a 

serious infraction. 

3. Appointment of a Respectful Workplace Advisor or Ombudsperson  

The Audit revealed that many participants do not feel safe or supported in reporting incidents of 

harassment and/or sexual violence to the staff of the MSU. It was repeatedly suggested by participants 
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that a more independent and objective position needs to be available to deal with complaints or 

concerns of this nature in a confidential manner. 

The Ombuds office at McMaster is jointly funded by the University and the MSU. This office operates 

outside the academic and administrative hierarchy of both organizations. The Ombuds reports jointly to 

the President of the University and of the MSU. The mandate is to provide an independent, impartial 

and confidential process through which members of the University community may pursue a just, fair 

and equitable resolution of any university-related concern. Secondly, the Office is to make 

recommendations, where appropriate, for changes in University policies and procedures and to promote 

discussion on institution-wide concerns. 

This is a potential source for this recommendation to appoint the Ombuds as an independent and 

neutral third-party to deal with complaints under the Workplace Violence, Harassment and Sexual 

Harassment policy, as the terms of the Ombuds’ office are currently under review. 

4. Harassment Training 

The Audit was initiated as a result of concerns raised by members and former members of the MSU and 

the Maroons. Although no volunteer or employee filed a formal written complaint, the Audit revealed 

that staff members, including supervisors, are aware of sexual assault and harassment within the 

MSU/Maroons environment. The Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) requires employers to 

provide training for all its employees on workplace harassment and violence prevention. The MSU 

should ensure all staff receives training related to the Ontario Human Rights Code, Bill 168 (OHSA), and 

all relevant Board policies. A minimum of 3.5 hours should be dedicated to the training programs, with 

potentially more time required for the training of supervisory staff. The training should be mandatory, 

both at time of hire and at regular intervals, for all existing employees and volunteers.   

5. Selection and Training 

Given the annual turnaround in hired staff (and volunteers) within the MSU and the Maroons, the Board 

should explore implementing a training/succession plan for potential supervisors.  The Board should also 

perform a Needs Assessment of the current employee’s skillsets and provide training to address any 

identified gaps, particularly as it relates to these policies. All staff and volunteers should be able to 

expect true zero tolerance for incidents of sexual harassment and violence. 

The MSU should consider engaging other expert stakeholders, as it has in the past, such as the Sexual 

Assault Centre of Hamilton, the Equity and Inclusion Office, and the Sexual Violence Response Office at 

McMaster to assist with this training. 

 


