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Marissa Fenwick of Montreal, Lynne Des Riviéres from Ottawa, and Canadian Issues Special Interest Group

(Photo by Ralph E. Robinson)

49th STC Conference highlights

by Alexa Campbell

Overall, the conference was great, although I returned
to Winnipeg on Thursday, May 9, to be greeted by 30
centimetres of wet, slushy snow! Big change from the
cocoon-like tropical environment created by the Gaylord
Opryland Hotel in Nashville. (Check out their website, at
www.gaylordopryland.com. You can even take a virtual
tour.)

This report has three sections.
1. A reflection on SIG activities at the conference
2. Ideas for next year
3. Honours won by Canadian STC members at the
conference

SIG activities at the conference
There was a SIG meeting on Sunday, May 5, which
must have been one of the best kept secrets of the
conference (next to the networking lunch). However, four
people attended (including me) and we did get some
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ideas. The networking lunch was a little better attended,
although a couple of people joined us simply because
there wasn’t room at other tables.

However, despite the lack of numbers, the quality of
discussion was good, and I gathered a number of ideas
and questions for the SIG. Here they are.

e We need greater visibility—as a profession, as an
organization, as a SIG in Canada. Two people who
attended the SIG meeting had heard about STC
only by accident and only recently.

As a corollary, STC has approximately 20,000
members, of whom slightly over 1,600 are Canadian.
That's approximately an 11:1 ratio. The US
population is just under 300 million. Ours is just over
30 million. That’s a 10:1 ratio. So we're not doing
too badly. (Ten years ago we had 715 members, out
of 15,000 STC members overall, a 20:1 ratio.)
(Continued on Page 2)



Conference highlights
(continued from page 1)

How can we help members
learn more about the legal
aspects of their jobs, about
taxes, and about consulting
issues in Canada?

Can we develop some
regional representation for
the SIG?

Why isn’t every Canadian
STC member a member of
the Canadian Issues SIG?
What are the barriers to
joining the SIG?

Ideas for next year
Develop a plan for
advertising STC and technical
communication more widely
within Canada.

Increase STC’s Canadian
membership by some amount to
be determined.

Appoint a regional
representative for the SIG

from each chapter (and from
Atlantic Canada, even if they
don’t get a chapter started)

Develop a SIG progression

for the conference in Dallas
next year. (A progression is a
presentation involving several
speakers who each speak for
approximately 15 minutes to a
small group and then speak to a
second group for 15 minutes
and so on until the time is runs
out. The audience “progresses”
from one speaker to the next)
Some ideas: consulting issues,
taxes, legal issues in Canada,

copyright issues in Canada,
insurance issues in Canada,
markets (Toronto, Ottawa,
Vancouver, Calgary),
educational opportunities in
Canada, marketing your chapter
and technical communication.
Let’s start lobbying for a
National Occupation Code

for technical writers. Why do
all writers have to be classified
under 5121, Writers?

Should we create Canadian
Issues SIG buttons or stickers
for next year’s conference in
Dallas?

Awards

Jamie Conklin of the Manitoba
chapter was given the
President’s Award, “for your
unwavering loyalty and
willingness to serve, and
particularly for your
leadership in the area of
STC’s efforts to improve our
governance.” The president’s
award honours one or more
persons or institutions that
have made distinguished
contributions to the
profession or the Society.
The STC president
announces the names of the
recipients during the opening
session of the Society’s
annual conference. The
president’s award is granted
at the discretion of the
president and may not be
given every year. Jamie is
continuing his involvement
with STC’s strategic planning
initiatives.

e Leanne Logan of the
Southwestern Ontario chapter
became an Associate Fellow.

Leanne was previously involved
with the Canadian Issues
Committee. She is
unfortunately, moving to
Memphis. Our loss; their gain.

e The Alberta chapter won an
[J award of merit for its
[l newsletter, Superscript.

e The Manitoba chapter won an
award of excellence for their
newsletter Manuscript.

e  The Canada West Coast
chapter won awards of
excellence for the chapter and
for their newsletter,
Coastlines.

e  Sheila Jones and Rahel Bailie
were given the Director-
Sponsor’s award for efforts in
launching the Plain Language
contest during 2001.

o Two CWC members won
Merit awards for their
publications at the
international level.

e The Southwestern Ontario
and Toronto chapters jointly
won the Pace Setter award
for their innovative co-
sponsorship of the technical
publications competition for
SO many years.

(Alexa Campbell is the Canadian
Issues Special Interest Group’s
Manager. She coordinates a new
technical communication diploma
program at Red River College in
Winnipeg.)
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One of the favourite gathering places during the conference was the Conservatory within the hotel.
(Photo by Ralph E. Robinson)
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Canadian chapters carry surpluses,
support reducing membership dues

by Gordon Brown

A survey of Canadian STC chapter presidents indicates
that at least half agree it’s time to reduce annual
membership dues and for all chapters to carry annual
surpluses.

With renewal dues set this year at US$125, the
Canadian dollar continuing to fluctuate weakly against the
strong US currency, and the downturn in most of the
high-technology sector over the past 18 months, that cost
seemed rather high, particularly in light of the ongoing
surpluses local chapters carry. And since many employers
no longer pay for professional dues for their employees,
Canadian members either pay their own way or do not
renew.

After exchange, the cost of renewing a membership in
Canadian funds stood about C$230 at year end 2001 and
dipped as low as C$200 during the renewal period. The
renewal period is now over and the STC reinstatement or
new membership fee is US$140. As of June 28, with the
Canadian dollar at $0.6584, the new membership fee was
$212.63 in Canadian funds.

STC chapters receive annual rebate in US dollars from
head office based on membership numbers. These rebates
help contribute to surpluses for the chapters.

Consequently, in April and again in June, Canadian
SIGnals asked the Canadian chapter presidents: “Should
annual dues be based on the Canadian dollar, for example,
C$125 rather than US$125, even if that would necessitate
a lower credit per member from head office?” The
majority response from chapter presidents was “Yes!”
The lower fee would make joining more affordable,
would be more equitable for Canadian members vis-a-vis
their American counterparts, and would perhaps even
boost membership numbers, they wrote.

After Canadian SIGnals started asking questions about
annual dues, the STC set up an ad-hoc committee to
examine the issue. See the sidebar story for details. Refer
also to Table 1 for a comparison of dues charged by other
societies and organizations.

The following is a summary of the responses from all
eight current or immediate past Canadian STC chapter
presidents about the issue.

Alberta: Opposed

Ian Hawkins, who became past president of the Alberta
chapter as of June 30™ this year, does not favour reducing
membership fees. “I think that billing in Canadian funds
would probably result in too large a drop. We would lose
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nearly 40 per cent of our revenue,” he wrote. “I also doubt
the international organization could afford the loss. Their
costs for Canadian members are already somewhat higher,
just because of the border.”

Mr. Hawkins also explained how the rules governing
chapter spending prevent the use of chapter funds for the
personal benefit of executive members. “STC rules
prohibit using this money for the inurement or benefit of
individuals,” he wrote.

Canada West Coast: In favour

Anne Odell, the new Canada West Coast chapter
president, stated unequivocally that STC dues are too
high: “I think that the current STC fee in Canadian dollars
is out of line with what comparable organizations charge,
and is prohibitively expensive for many,” she wrote.

“I belong to another international organization which
routinely prorates its fees to Canadians in recognition of
the differential in exchange rates and average earnings.”

“It is difficult to attract new members (and new
volunteers) with the fee at its current level,” she wrote.
“Canadian technical writers earn the equivalent of
American tech writers, but in Canadian dollars, not
American dollars, and the exchange rate is currently 60 to
65 per cent.” [$0.6593 as of writing].

“We do have surpluses and we do not manage to spend
all of the money we are allotted.”

ORGANIZATION ANNUAL FEE IN
US DOLLARS
Association for Computing Machinery 99
Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers 132
Project Management Institute 119
Society for Technical Communication 140
Usability Professionals Association 140
Table 1

Eastern Ontario: In favour

Visnja Beg, 2001-2002 STCEO president, supports
reducing dues and observed that cost is the key to
membership numbers. Eastern Ontario has carried a
significant surplus for the past several years. “High
membership dues are the single most frequently cited
reason for not re-joining or joining the STC,” she wrote.

“With the fall in the Canadian dollar, this has become
even more of a deterrent to recruiting new or renewing
members.”

(Continued on Page 4)
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Carry surpluses...
(continued from page 3)

“Many members can no longer afford to renew their
memberships. If the membership fee were in Canadian
dollars, the amount they would have to pay would be
almost half of what the fee is now.”

Manitoba: In favour

Manitoba chapter past president Amanda Goldrick-
Jones and new president Kathy Legg both agreed it is
time to reduce annual dues: “I agree with Amanda that
annual dues at par with the US dollar would more than
compensate for lower rebates,” Ms. Legg wrote.

“While most people quote the unfavourable exchange
rate as the main reason for not joining, another reason is
the unpredictability of the net cost,” she wrote. “It's also
sometimes very difficult to see that we (Canadians) are
getting our money's worth as we pay, on average, about
50 per cent more for our memberships than do
Americans.”

Ms. Goldrick-Jones said a lower subsidy would not
likely be a problem. “We do carry a bank balance each
year averaging around $8,000. But as far as | know, this
has not been a major issue. | don't think this would be a
deal-breaker on a decision to accept a lower subsidy in
exchange for lower fees.”

Montreal: Undecided—In favour if members agree

Montreal chapter president Stephen D. Wark wrote that
if his members agree to the concept of reduced dues, he
supports it, citing high chapter membership numbers and
ongoing surpluses.

But Mr. Wark also said the chapter spends its surplus
on workshops that provide high value to members. “This
year aside, we usually sponsor a series of workshops
(about four a year) for our membership that entails a loss.
A loss in revenue would jeopardize those activities.”

Southwestern Ontario: Opposed
Ted Edwins, president of the Southwestern Ontario

chapter, doesn’t see a problem with having a chapter
surplus or the cost of dues. In addition to free events,

including an annual barbecue, the chapter always sends its

incoming president to the international conference to
attend leadership eventsdareport back to the chapter.

He personally considers the annual dues more of an
investment than an expense. “| would say that the value of

STC re-evaluating how
membership dues are paid

In response to Canadian and other members’
concerns about annual dues, the Society for Technical
Communication (STC) is now re-evaluating dues
structures.

On June 13, 2002, STC President Ed See issued the
following statement t€anadian SIGnals

“As part of the recognition that STC has a
world-wide presence with many different
constituencies even within nations, we have put in
place an ad-hoc committee to explore dues structures.

“The committee will be charged to look at
alternative dues structures, while meeting several key
criteria:

ensuring continued fiscal stability of the Society;

ensuring growth across all the skill families in the
Society;

ensuring no individual constituency or minority set
of constituencies is overly subsidizing any other
group; and

ensuring continued delivery of member services to
all groups.”

After reviewing the charges and best practices of
similar organizations, the ad hoc committee will make
recommendations for any changes to the STC board of
directors, he wrote.

WhenCanadian SIGnalsontacted STC Executive
Director William C. Stolgitis in April about how
Canadian dues might be adjusted, he cited additional
postage costs paid for Canadian members. No
surcharge is levied against Canadian members for the
additional US$25 per-member mailing costs incurred
by STC.

Reducing dues under the current structure would
likely increase the Canadian membership but ironically
cost STC more for mailing costs and therefore pose a
financial disincentive for head office to do so, he
wrote.

Canadian SIGnalsuggested that postal charges be
treated as a separate issue and asked whether reducing
dues paid by Canadians would be acceptable to the
international executive if Canadian chapters accepted a
reduced credit from head office per member. Mr.
Stolgitis declined to address that issue pending the
report of the ad hoc committee.

In terms of the impact of dues prices on the chapter, he

said that most concerns are about value, not cost. “Any

comments about non-renewals centre on the relevance of

the program or services the STC and our chapter offers.”
(Continued on Page 5)

the information | receive in the STC publications and the
networking possibilities through chapter meetings far
outweigh the deflated Canadian dollars | use to pay for
membership.”
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