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This report identifies risks that could significantly impact the quality of service delivery, or could 
threaten the viability of the organization; the Board should regularly monitor the current status of 
these risks, and evaluate how management is mitigating these risks.   
 
BACKGROUND 
 
There are two kinds of risk at the USC: normal, day-to-day risk associated with running our 
services and operations and high impact risks that could threaten the viability of the organization 
or seriously impact the quality of our service delivery.  
 
The Board of Directors plays a different role for both kinds of risk:  
 

- For normal, day-to-day risks that Board should seek assurance that the organization has 
management processes in place to identify and mitigate risk. This can include ensuring 
the organization employs managers who have the skills and experience to manage 
routine risk, that there are processes and plans in place, and that front-line staff are 
trained on those processes and plans.  

 
- For high impact risks, the Board should play a more hands on role in understanding the 

potential negative impacts associated with each risk, work with management to ensure 
appropriate controls are in place to mitigate the risks, and monitor the risks ongoing to 
assess the Board’s risk appetite and the potential need for further controls. 

 
ROUTINE RISK - MANAGEMENT OVERSIGHT 
 
Each department and operation manages a wide range of routine, day-to-day risks. These risks 
are mitigated by ensuring that we have experienced managers who are able to provide training 
to staff and who can develop management processes aimed at mitigating risks.  
 



Creating a detailed registry of every routine risk would be a significant exercise that goes 
beyond the scope of this report, but some examples of routine risk include: 
 

- Potential for customer illness due to improper food handling. 
- Liquor license issues. 
- Reputational risk due to political and corporate decisions. 
- Escalation in cost of goods in our business units due to external forces. 
- Potential for liability and insurance issues due to club events, Gazette reporting, and 

travel. 
- Workplace hazards. 
- Human resources issues such as hiring, performance management and terminations. 
- Management of cash flow, investments and contracts. 
- Regulatory and legal compliance due to frequent USC governance changes. 

 
If the Board is interested in hearing about risk management processes in any of our 
departments or business units, we can arrange for a more detailed presentation from the 
managers involved. If the Board wishes for a more detailed risk register to be developed, it 
would require external expertise to be engaged in order to complete that task as it is a labour 
intensive process. 
 
CRITICAL RISK - BOARD OF DIRECTORS OVERSIGHT 
 
The following TL:DR chart details management’s assessment of the USC’s top risks and the 
internal controls and capabilities in place to manage those risks. The impact of these risks, if 
they were to occur, are significant enough to negatively affect the quality of service provision, or 
possibly threaten the ongoing existence of the organization. The Board of Directors has a 
responsibility to be aware of these risks and monitor them on a regular basis in partnership with 
Management. 
 
There is additional commentary after the chart that goes into more depth. 
 

Risk Category Risk Worst Case Impact Controls 

Strategic 
 

Lack measurement of 
progress towards well-
defined strategic goals. 

Inefficient use of resources and 
no ability to objectively measure 
performance of senior 
management. 

Insufficient, but 
working towards a 
Balanced Score 
Card for next 
Strategic Plan. 

Financial 
 

95% of our revenue 
comes from a single 
source, student fees. 

If Western ever withheld 
collection of our fees, or if the 
government introduced 
‘voluntary student unionism, we 
would be hard pressed to 

Audit and internal 
controls are 
excellent, and 
Western evaluates 
or budget each year. 



survive past 18 months. They have a high 
degree of 
confidence in our 
finances. 
 
OUSA monitors the 
issue of voluntary 
student unionism. 

Organizational 
 

Core student leadership 
positions turn-over 
frequently, as do 
volunteers and part-time 
staff. 
 
 
 
Potential loss of senior 
managers or personnel 
with specialized 
knowledge within the 
USC’s administrative 
staff. 
 
 
 
 
A persistent downtrend in 
students who are willing 
to volunteer or seek 
election. 
 
 
 
 
 
Issues with elections can 
impact the organization 
significantly. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our programs, services and 
advocacy suffer because 
positions we lose people with 
the skills, knowledge and tools 
to be successful. 
 
 
 
Irreparable loss of institutional 
knowledge, significant erosion 
of service quality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We can’t recruit enough 
talented individuals to our 
positions, which results in a 
marked decline in quality of our 
advocacy, services and 
programs. 
 
 
 
The organization loses 
legitimacy, which impacts our 
advocacy and our legitimacy in 
the eyes of students. Delays in 
elections delay hiring of key 
positions, and USC 
management is left without 
direction. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Investments in 
student training and 
development. This 
will be an area of 
growth and 
improvement over 
the next few years. 
 
Beginning formal 
succession planning 
for key positions. 
Better 
documentation of 
decisions. Need to 
improve archives 
and information 
management. 
 
Need to improve 
recruitment to draw 
upon a wider base 
of students, and 
need to enhance 
internal succession 
planning for student 
positions. 
 
Introduction of new 
voting software, 
formalized CRO 
management 
relationship with 
Secretary-Treasurer 
to ensure direction 
and accountability, 
and better 
succession planning 
for Elections 
Committee. 
 
We have a 



Lack an effective file 
management strategy, 
which can result in 
information gaps. 

The organization loses 
important contracts, leases or 
other critical documentation, 
which can result in costly errors 
or omissions. 

Laserfiche system 
that has digitized 
many of our critical 
files, but we lack a 
comprehensive, 
organizational-wide 
file management 
strategy. 

Operational 
 

Significant cooperation 
from Western University 
is required to operate 
most of our core 
functions. 
 

Western holds our lease and 
liquor license, we have non-
compete agreements with 
Western, Western owns our IT 
backbone, and Western 
manages construction 
contracts. Western could 
threaten the viability of our 
corporation if our relationship 
soured. 

Maintenance of 
strong relationships 
with Western’s 
administration 
through UCC 
Coordinating 
Committee, and 
through Food and 
Beverage 
collaborations. 

External 
 

Changing demographics 
will impact enrollment 
numbers going forward. 

We are no longer able to afford 
ourselves due to a decline in 
student fee revenue. 

Monitor trends and 
right-size the 
organization 
accordingly. 

 
 
Strategic Risk: 
Strategic risk involves poor strategy formulation or an inability to execute strategy due to internal 
or external factors. It also involves a poor understanding of competitive advantages and 
disadvantages within your marketplace. Ignoring strategic risk can lead to underperformance, 
but in extreme circumstances can threaten the viability of the organization. 
 
Risk #1: Lack measurement of progress towards well-defined strategic goals. 
The organization does not clearly define strategic goals, nor does it measure progress towards 
those goals. This should be concerning to the Board of Directors because Management is not 
given clear direction, which can lead to false starts, operational inefficiencies and a loss of 
relevance to students. It also makes it very difficult for the Board of Directors to provide 
constructive feedback to the General Manager and senior management regarding performance, 
which threatens the Board’s ability to fulfil its legislated mandate to supervise the management 
of the Corporation. 
 
Controls: We have a basic strategic document that articulates broad aspirations and we have 
the annual platforms of our student leadership. What we lack is a valid strategic plan that 
defines long-term goals, strategies and expected outcomes. As such, it is exceedingly difficult to 
appropriately align organizational resources with strategies that achieve the expectations of our 
student leadership. 
 



Priority Steps: Develop a new strategic plan that defines outcomes and gives good direction to 
Management. This should involve a means of assessing non-financial success measures, such 
as the Balanced Scorecard or a similar performance management instruments.  
 
Financial Risk: 
Financial risk tends to involve a sudden loss of cash flow, an inability to borrow funds to fund 
major capital expenditures or large unplanned expenditures, or volatility in foreign exchange or 
capital markets if your business is impacted by those factors. 
 
Risk #2: 95% of our revenue comes from a single source, student fees.  
We have very few ways to generate revenue beyond the annual injection of students fees that 
we receive from Western University. As such, we are exposed to risk if Western withheld those 
fees due to a loss of faith in our ability to manage our affairs, or for other reasons. We receive 
our fees in two annual installments, so cash flow can be tight during the summer months, which 
requires to to manage cash flow very carefully. 
 
We have an excellent relationship with Western, so this risk of them withholding our fee is 
remote if we continue being good stewards of our resources. The more likely risk would be the 
introduction of ‘voluntary student unionism’ in Ontario by the provincial government, which 
would allow students to opt-out of student council fees. This has been done in other jurisdictions 
by Conservative governments and was alluded to in the last PC election platform. 
 
Controls: We have an active cash flow management strategy during the summer months when 
revenue is low. We also have healthy cash reserves that can fund close to a year of operations, 
or can be moved into our operating accounts if unexpected issues arise with cash-flow. Finally, 
we maintain a very close relationship with Western’s financial services staff and we have solid 
financial management practices in order to maintain Western’s confidence in our ability to 
manage our affairs. Our provincial lobby organization is aware of the ‘voluntary student 
unionism’ threat and continuously monitors it. 
 
Next Steps: No significant action is required. The Board should continue monitoring of our cash 
flows on a quarterly basis. 
 
Organizational Risk: 
Organizational risk spans leadership quality and depth, management and labour performance, 
retention and availability, organizational cost and cultural alignment. According to Chartered 
Professional Accountants Canada (CPA), performance and retention of key organizational 
leaders poses the greatest operational risk to any corporation. 
 
We have brought forward a number of risks, but this is a risk area that the Board should spend 
time assessing independent of management as management has a degree of bias when 
assessing this kind of risk, particularly related to leadership quality and performance. 
 



Risk #3: Core student leadership positions turn-over frequently, as do volunteers and 
part-time staff. 
As Management we often remark that just as our student leaders are hitting their stride we lose 
them, and the cycle begins again. The upside is renewed energy each year and constant 
innovation, but the challenges include ever changing priorities, a constant need for orientation 
and training and the need for a permanent staff team who can quickly and artfully establish 
productive working relationships with new student leaders. This issue permeates beyond our top 
student leadership and includes volunteers and part-time staff, so most of our operations and 
services are in a constant cycle of recruitment, training and retention management. Turnover is 
disruptive, expensive and can lead to uneven performance, but is simply the nature of our work 
as an organization that is committed to student development. 
 
Controls: We have a transition program for our Executives and do training for volunteers and 
part-time staff. Over the past number of years we have invested in growing training and 
development resources for our student leaders and staff, including additional HR supports. We 
have also placed a greater emphasis on objective, skills-based hiring to ensure we select the 
best candidates for our positions. 
 
Next Steps: We may have annual turnover of key positions, but we can enhance stability and 
effectiveness by retaining students by progressing them through various positions over a 
number of years. We will continue to invest in recruitment and training. 
 
Risk #4: Potential loss of senior managers or personnel with specialized knowledge 
within the USC’s administrative staff. 
The USC’s administrative staff are unseen and unknown to most students, but they play a 
critical role in ensuring the effectiveness of USC services and operations.  
 
The USC has many longstanding employees and has not experienced high turnover.  When 
turnover occurs or a new position is created, we have historically struggled with integrating new 
hires into the organization, which heightens the risk of a decline is service quality and overall 
effectiveness if we lose key personnel in the future. Our struggle to integrate new employees is 
due to our unique work environment, which requires our staff to excel in their roles within an 
environment of constant change and uncertainty. We also require our staff to be effective 
coaches and colleagues to USC student leaders and volunteers, which requires patience, care 
and a certain degree of humility. In short, it takes a certain kind of person to excel at the USC, 
which makes recruitment, hiring and onboarding more difficult. 
 
Controls: We work very hard to retain the employees we have. This is done by offering 
competitive salary and benefits and other incentives such as time off, and professional 
development opportunities. When we lose an employee or create a new position, we also 
attempt to hire from within if possible because it is far easier to plug a skills or experience gap of 
an internal employee with training than it is to force an external hire to ‘fit’ with the culture. We 
have also begun to have more open and proactive succession planning conversations with 



personnel who are nearing retirement, and with senior management who are considering new 
opportunities outside of the organization.  
 
Next Steps: We will develop more formalized succession plans for senior staff and key 
personnel, wherever possible. We will also develop methods to better recruit candidates who 
have knowledge of the students council environment (former student council volunteers, etc.), 
integrate hands on interaction with students during the hiring process to better assess ‘fit’, and 
are working on an enhanced orientation and training program for new hires to ease their 
transition into the USC environment. 
 
Risk #5: A persistent downtrend in students who are willing to volunteer or seek election. 
We have not kept detailed statistics, but anecdotally we’ve noticed a marked decline in student 
seeking unpaid volunteer and elected positions with the USC. Ten years ago there was intense 
competition for these positions, today there is far less. If we can’t recruit enough talented 
students to fill these positions, we could experience a serious decline in the quality of our 
student services, governance and advocacy. This impacts all segments of the organization, 
including The Gazette. 
 
Controls: Our Executive have focused on creating quality volunteer positions rather than on 
quantity of positions. There has also been a focus on providing better training and feedback so 
that volunteers are set up for success, and receive tangible skills; The Gazette has also put a 
focus on improving the volunteer experience. Some of our critical positions have been 
converted into paid roles, which has helped increase competition. We recently developed a 
Volunteer Services Department to assist with improving recruitment, training, recognition and 
feedback. 
 
Next Steps: Continued improvement of our recruitment, training, recognition and feedback. We 
are also hoping to better promote ‘succession planning’ of student positions, so that students 
know pathways of progression from volunteer roles into more senior, paid positions within the 
Executive portfolios. More research is needed to understand why this trend is occurring, and 
strategies will need to be developed as per our learnings. 
 
Risk #6: Issues with elections can impact the organization significantly. 
This was the first year in many years that the USC has not experienced a significant election 
issue. We’ve had our voting software hacked in the past, and we’ve experienced a number of 
other controversies. When issues occur there are many impacts: hiring stops or is delayed, 
which may be a factor in our declining volunteer numbers; our Executive have less time to train 
and plan; Management receives direction on Executive plans later in the year, limiting what can 
be accomplished. The USC has takes a reputational hit, and can lead students to question the 
legitimacy of our democratic processes. 
 
Controls: We’ve introduced new voting software, taken steps to simplify our rules, restructured 
reporting relationships of the Elections team to heighten accountability and ensure proper 



training and direction, and succession planning within the Elections team has begun to bear 
fruit. We also proactively engage external legal counsel for advice when necessary. 
 
Next Steps: Continue to enhance training and support for the Elections team. Also continue to 
look for opportunities to simplify and streamline our rules. 
 
Risk #7: Lack a comprehensive file management strategy, which can result in data loss 
and information gaps. 
The USC lacks a comprehensive file management strategy, nor do we have an employee with 
the skills and responsibility to implement an organization-wide solution. Critical data are 
captured and filed because most departments have their own processes, but finding critical 
information such as leases, contracts and correspondence can be challenging at times. This will 
inevitably lead to issues if we begin experiencing turnover of senior staff. 
 
Controls: Each department has processes in place, and it is usually possible to locate critical 
documents. But we tend to rely on the memory of long-standing staff as to the existence of 
documents and sometimes critical documents, usually documents related to the Executive, 
never make it into our permanent file. We introduced a LaserFiche system to digitally archive 
many of our most critical documents, but this repository is likely incomplete. 
 
Next Steps: We need a strategy and resultant information management processes. This will 
require an investment in an external consultant as we don’t have the expertise in house, and will 
also likely require an investment in staff - either a new position, or freeing up capacity and 
providing training.   
 
Operational Risk: 
Operational risks are broad and unique to each organization, but commonly include customer 
satisfaction, service quality, unique constraints, input costs and quality, and reliance on a single 
vendor or distribution network. 
 
Risk #6: Significant cooperation from Western University is required to operate most of 
our core functions. 
Our space within the UCC, our IT backbone, our liquor license, our ability to assess student 
fees, and our ability to access other Western amenities for our staff such as parking and special 
ID cards all rely upon good will from Western University. Our very existence depends on 
maintaining trust and good relations with the university, which can present challenges because 
we are business competitors and also advocate to the university on a number of issues. 
 
Controls: We have close relationships with key Western administrators who could impact our 
operations. Some of these relationships are formalized within our UCC lease and via our UCC 
Coordinating Committee, while others are informally held such as our relationships with 
Western’s secretariat and finance services department.  
 
Next Steps: Continue stewarding key administrative relationships. Document who holds those 
relationship so they can be transitioned if senior USC personnel leave the organization. 
 



External Risk: 
Unanticipated volatility in the economy or other external factors can impact the viability of an 
organization. 
 
Risk #7: Changing demographics will impact enrollment numbers going forward. 
Demographic trends over the long-term could result in a decline in undergraduate enrollment 
over the next several decades unless domestic students are replaced by a larger influx of 
international students; a decline in the undergraduate student population affects student fee 
revenue. This is a trend that the USC has very little ability to impact. 
 
Controls: We monitor trends and have a good relationship with institutional planning and the 
registrar. 
 
Next Steps: This risk isn’t anticipated to impact our current 3-year budget cycle, but we’ll 
continue to monitor each year and make adjustments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


