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Executive Summary 
 
In 2023, the REB reviewed a total of 89 applications (this is a 30% increase over 2022). This number 
includes new applications, renewals and amendments. Given that 45 new researchers have recently 
joined BCIT, we expect to be receiving a total of at least 152 applications by 2024-2025 (a 300% increase 
from 2020, and a 1500% increase from 2010). This is evidence of BCIT’s increased success in attracting 
new research. The REB has done its best to continue to respond to the ever-increasing number of 
applications without any change to its staffing level in over 15 years, but we have been increasingly 
falling behind in our ability to process those applications in a timely manner. At this point the REB is not 
capable of fulfilling its duties appropriately without an additional administrator. 

The need for change to respond to the increased application volume is supported by a data-driven 
examination of the approach of other boards in BC institutions. A study conducted by the Chair of the 
REB in 2023 shows that Vancouver Island University, probably the worst funded comparable institution in 
BC, has 50% more full-time equivalent paid staff than BCIT per 100 applications. In the same study, KPU 
and Emily Carr had 6 times more funding than BCIT for REB staff per 100 applications. Of these 
comparable boards, BCIT is also the only institution not accepting or processing any applications for two 
months over the summer (the other boards always process at least harmonized applications). 

It is the view of the board that we need to change the funding model of the REB as soon as possible to 
support BCIT’s strategic plan, values and mission. This is the only way to ensure that BCIT does not lose 
researchers, their funding, and avoids costly reputational and financial costs associated with possible 
legal problems arising from the inevitable processing mistakes arising from an underfunded ethics board 
(a report prepared by a lawyer on our board is attached to this report). Doing nothing will lead to a 
scenario where a high percentage of research projects submitted in 2024-2025 could be postponed for 
months or even cancelled due to the REB’s current lack of capacity. A speedy and appropriate response 
will ensure the continued success of BCIT’s research community. 
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Introduction 
 
BCIT’s Research Ethics Board (REB) operates under BCIT Policy 6500(1,2). All research projects involving 
human participants or human biological materials undertaken by members of the BCIT community fall 
within the jurisdiction of BCIT’s REB. Projects conducted by researchers from outside the BCIT community 
who access Institute resources (equipment, facilities, personnel, or participants) also fall within the 
jurisdiction of BCIT’s REB when those projects involve human participants or human biological materials. 
The REB reports directly to the Board of Governors and is administratively responsible to the Vice 
President, Academic. 
 
In carrying out its responsibility to review and approve research projects, the REB ensures that research 
involving human participants under the auspices of BCIT is done with due regard for ethical principles. 
BCIT’s REB adheres to the principles set out in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for 
Research Involving Humans (TCPS2)(4) which sets the national standards that are followed across Canada. 
REB members are aware that research done under the auspices of BCIT carries an implied liability, and 
must therefore meet the highest ethical standards. 
 
Besides protecting the interests of human participants, REB review enables BCIT researchers to maintain 
their eligibility for national and international research funding. In addition, the REB contributes to 
education in research ethics for faculty, staff and students. 
 
  



P a g e  | 4 
 

Applications submitted to REB in 2023 
 

 
 
 
In 2023, BCIT’s REB reviewed a total of 89 applications (a 39% increase over 2022). This total includes: 

1. 56 new applications (a 30% increase over 2022) – 39 of which are internal applications to our REB 
only (also a 30% increase over 2022), the rest were RISE applications that included BCIT. 

2. 33 amendments and renewals (a 57% increase over 2022) 
 
In 2023, the REB reviewed ten times more applications than in 2010. 
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Applications submitted – projection for 2024/2025 
 

 
 
The above projection for 2024 (or possibly 2025) reflects: 

1. 20% expected growth in the number of applications, in line with historical data (the number of 
applications has been roughly doubling every 5 years). This may be conservative as the growth of 
total applications was 39% in 2023, and the Interior Design program just announced in Sep 2024 
that over 20 students will start submitting applications in 2024 or 2025. 

2. the recent addition of 45 new researchers from Providence Health, whose research output will 
start soon – in 2024 or 2025 

 
The addition of 45 new researchers from Providence Health is excellent news for BCIT’s research and for 
the institution’s impact and visibility in the province, but it does require us to adjust our review capacity 
immediately. 
 
If the projection above is realized, the number of total applications for 2024 or 2025 represents: 

1. a 241% increase from 2020 
2. a 723% increase from 2015 
3. a 1688% increase from 2010 
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The need for more staff revealed by analyzing REB funding of comparable institutions 
 

 
 
The data presented in the above chart was obtained in 2023 through dialogue with other REB chairs and 
administrators. The number of applications for BCIT (100) reflects a projected output including the 
additional 45 researchers that joined BCIT, as mentioned earlier in this report. 

The analysis was performed on the basis of Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) funding and also based on the 
number of applications each board processes per year. The data reveals that BCIT’s funding of the chair is 
adequate/good if considered in isolation, but total funding/staffing of BCIT’s REB lags behind that of 
other institutions. All other comparable institutions shown above have an administrator/coordinator 
working at least 0.6 FTE. Both KPU and VIU have a full-time administrator, with VIU still finding their 
staffing level manifestly insufficient. As of 2023, KPU and Emily Carr had 600% of the funding of BCIT (in 
full-time equivalent staff funded) per 100 applications processed.  

BCIT’s REB cannot perform its duties adequately without an administrator. It is a requirement of TCPS2 
2022 (article 6.2) that “REBs are provided with necessary and sufficient ongoing financial aid and 
administrative resources to fulfill their duties”. It is the view of the board that BCIT is not satisfying this 
requirement and is therefore in violation of article 6.2. This has been the case for a few years, and the 
situation is likely to get much worse in the next few months. 

The chair is currently funded by means of a two-course release from their teaching duties. This would be 
sufficient if the chair wasn’t the only paid member of the REB. This covers 2.8 hours of work per 
weekday. There is very minor administrative support, and no technical administrative support to assist in 
the processing of applications. This workload is not uniformly distributed throughout the year, and there 
are both predictable workload peaks (Jan-Feb student applications) and unpredictable peaks amounting 
to up to 8-10 hours per day. This is in addition to the chair’s work as faculty, which may require a similar 
amount of work at peak times (generally associated with grading). 

Because there is no administrative support to cover for the chair during his vacation (2 months, as 
described in his teaching contract), the REB is forced to stop accepting and processing applications every 
year during this period. To attempt to minimize repercussions to researchers, we currently seek Research 
Ethics BC support over the summer. They provide assistance by telling researchers applying for 
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harmonized studies to either postpone their study or remove BCIT from the list of participating 
institutions to get faster approval, and then add it back later. We fear that BCIT researchers may be 
getting removed permanently from multi-jurisdictional projects, and we have some anecdotal evidence 
that this has happened. 

If necessary, the position of the chair could be partially defunded to help to create the administrator 
position. For instance, instead of a 2-course release, we could move to a 1.5 or even single course 
release, on the condition that an appropriate level of support is provided by the new administrator 
position, or we would be making the current situation even worse. 

 

Staffing - Recommendation 
The suggested approach of hiring a permanent and ideally full-time administrator is currently used and 
works well in other institutions that are comparable to BCIT in terms of the volume of applications that 
are processed, such as Vancouver Island University. After consultation with Terri Fleming in 2023, at the 
time Director of Health Research BC, the chair of BCIT’s REB discussed an appropriate funding model 
with Chris Turner, Administrator of Vancouver Island University’s REB. What emerged from this 
discussion was that the VIU model, including both a full-time administrator and a chair, works far better 
and is more efficient in terms of how resources are managed. 

A permanent administrator provides continuity and a level of excellence of service to the research 
community that is simply not possible with our current funding model. 
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Details on 2023 applications 
 
Applicants seeking ethics approval completed a comprehensive application form(3) and submitted all 
relevant supporting documentation. The review process involves first determining whether the project 
was “minimal risk.” To be deemed minimal risk, the project cannot expose the participants to greater 
harm than they would normally encounter in their daily lives. Projects that exceed minimal risk are 
reviewed by the full REB, whereas minimal risk projects where BCIT is the primary board are reviewed by 
a delegated review panel of two REB members. All 56 new applications reviewed in 2023 were deemed 
to be of minimal risk by the chair in consultation with the board and other REBs.  
 
Of the 56 applications, faculty/staff submitted 31 studies (55% of all new studies). There were 25 student 
projects (45% of all new studies). Student projects were in many cases subject to a departmental pre-
review and then reviewed only by the chair for a speedier approval. The student groups submitting studies 
this year were Environmental Health (15 studies), Prosthetics and Orthotics (5 studies), Forensics (4 
studies). 
 
Following REB review, applicants were informed of any revisions required, once revisions were made, 
projects were approved for a period of one year. In 2023, in total, 50/56 (89%) of new studies were 
approved. 40/56 of the applicants were from BCIT. BCIT applicants were members of faculty conducting 
research, students, faculty and staff working towards postgraduate degrees at other institutions, and 
researchers in Applied Research conducting contract research projects for external clients. The remaining 
outside applications came from researchers completing graduate work at other institutions and others 
conducting research involving students or faculty as participants. 
 
BCIT faculty and students participated in 16 collaborative studies with other BC institutions, submitted 
through the Research Ethics BC platform hosted by UBC (RISe/PREP). Applicants had the opportunity to 
complete just a single online application for all relevant institutions, which was reviewed in parallel by the 
participating REBs—simplifying approval for REBs and researchers. 
 
Several requests were received for information on REB applications, and there were meetings with 
prospective applicants when appropriate. 33 studies from the current year or previous years were 
renewed or amended, a roughly 50% increase from 2022. 
 
 
Departmental pre-reviews for student applications 
 
Departmental pre-reviews were implemented in 2022 for departments that tend to submit a high-volume 
of applications, such as Environmental Health. This did have a noticeable effect in the peak period of Jan-
Feb 2023 in speeding up the processing of student applications, which in previous years was becoming 
unmanageable. It is worthy of note that this is done at the cost of having only the chair look at student 
applications. Although they do tend to be very similar and simpler than other studies, having a single 
person review applications does increase the risk that something is missed. 
 
 
Reviewing REB Policy and Procedures 
Application, informed consent, member guides, and policy are reviewed and updated on a regular basis. 
The BCIT REB website was updated in collaboration with Joe Boyd in Applied Research.(3) REB 
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member Meena Amlani volunteered to create an REB application course on Learning Hub to walk 
students and faculty/staff through the process, adding to the suite of REB portals. This course is now 
complete and available directly from our website. 
 
Continuing education 
To keep the board’s knowledge of privacy and research ethics current, one or more board members are 
given the opportunity to attend national or regional ethics meetings and report back to the board.  
 
REB Membership 
The members of the REB at the close of 2023 were: Meena Amlani (Faculty, Medical Radiography 
Technology), Michael Bourke (Member knowledgeable in ethics; Program Head, Liberal Studies), 
Yvette Jones (Project Leader, Applied Research MAKE+), Robert Munro (Member knowledgeable in law, 
Faculty), Shiva Mostafavi (Senior Analyst, Institutional Research and Planning), Megan Murphy (Member 
knowledgeable in law; Faculty, Basic Health Sciences), Robert Paquin (Faculty, Nursing), Borna Noureddin 
(Faculty, Computer Systems Technology), Hal Weinberg, OBC (Community member). 
 
The board is supported by Jenna Clews, ARLO-Administrative Assistant Liaison Office/REB administrator 
and Joe Boyd, Research Liaison, Applied Research Liaison Office, who updates our website on the Applied 
Research pages. 
 
The REB meets regularly every second month, except over the summer during the chair’s vacation. 
Minutes of the meetings are kept. 
 
Final remarks 
BCIT’s research community is small but is thriving and growing. The REB needs additional funding to 
support this growth as it’s currently unable to fulfill its duties in full. 
 
 
Signed 
 
Vasco Castela 
REB Chair 
 
References 

(1) http://www.bcit.ca/files/pdf/policies/6500.pdf 
(2) https://www.bcit.ca/files/pdf/policies/6500_pr1.pdf 
(3) https://www.bcit.ca/applied-research/research-support/research-ethics/ 
(4) http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique/initiatives/tcps2-eptc2/Default/ 
(5) https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/tcps2-eptc2_2022_chapter6-chapitre6.html 

  

http://www.bcit.ca/files/pdf/policies/6500.pdf
https://www.bcit.ca/files/pdf/policies/6500_pr1.pdf
https://www.bcit.ca/applied-research/research-support/research-ethics/
http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique/initiatives/tcps2-eptc2/Default/
https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/tcps2-eptc2_2022_chapter6-chapitre6.html


P a g e  | 10 
 

Addendum – Legal obligations and potential legal costs for BCIT 
Prepared by Robert Munro BA MA JD, member of the REB, lawyer 
Reviewed by Megan Murphy BA JD PhD, member of the REB, specialist in law 
 

In Support of Additional REB Funding  
BCIT’s REB is meant to judge on ethical matters, but several of the obligations of an REB are in 
fact related to legal obligations. For this reason, there can also be legal consequences for when 
an REB fails to fulfill its duty. 

Uncertainty about legal matters alone can trigger considerable legal costs for BCIT and be 
extremely time consuming. In some cases, BCIT may be obligated by the TCPS2 to make legal 
advice and legal representation available to a participant. All this is extremely costly.  

To fulfill its TCPS2 obligations, and to try to minimize the risk of legal action against BCIT, the 
REB must turn its mind to certain factors of confidentiality, privacy, informed consent, capacity to 
consent, and more, as the context may require. It is BCIT’s duty, as defined under the TCPS2, to 
support the REB in its efforts to maintain an adequate review process:   

Article 6.2: The highest body within an institution shall: establish the REB or REBs; define 
an appropriate reporting relationship with the REBs; and ensure the REBs are provided 
with necessary and sufficient ongoing financial and administrative resources to fulfill their 
duties. REBs are independent in their decision making and are accountable to the highest 
body that established them for the process of research ethics review. 

As the volume of research increases, the inclusion of marginalized and under-studied 
communities in research involving human subjects is encouraged. BCIT’s REB will need to 
increasingly handle applications that include indigenous populations, people with physical 
disabilities, children and non-native English speakers. Issues of capacity, confidentiality, privacy, 
and sufficiency of consent must be accounted for in research design. Failure in each of these 
potentially comes with legal consequences, and its associated costs. 

BCIT and its REB play a vital role in ensuring that reasonable steps are taken to preserve basic 
rights and dignity of participants throughout the course of research.  

The following sections provide examples of how some of the complex duties of the REB relate to 
specific legislation, revealing how exposed the institution can be when not doing due diligence to 
protect participants. Some of the described scenarios and circumstances are far less likely than 
others to occur, but all are possible, and in the long run, a few are probably inevitable. 

 

Confidentiality 
Although research design must safeguard the confidentiality of participants, there is no ‘one size 
fits all’ framework in the TCPS2 for doing so. In various potential circumstances, the confidentiality 
of vulnerable participants is put at risk. These include:  

1. A legally binding request like a subpoena or request by police under a criminal 
investigation into a research participant. 
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2. Any person who reasonably believes any child has been or is likely to be abused or 
neglected, and that the parent is unwilling or unable to protect the child, must report to a 
child welfare worker (Child, Family and Community Service Act, R.S.B.C., 1996, c.46) 

3. The death of a person not under the care of a medical professional must be reported to a 
peace officer or coroner (Coroners Act, S.B.C. 2007, c.15) 

Responsibility to protect the confidentiality of participants is shared between the REB, 
Researchers and BCIT. If researchers find themselves in a conflict between legal duties and 
ethical duties (predominantly their duty to protect participant confidentiality), then institutional 
support is required by the TCPS2: 

In situations where there is an attempt to compel disclosure of confidential participant 
information by legal means, institutional support consists of providing researchers with 
financial and other support to obtain the independent legal advice which permits the 
researcher to make an informed decision as to whether to disclose or to resist disclosure 
of confidential participant information. If resisting disclosure is warranted, institutional 
support includes the independent legal advice, which makes that resistance possible, or 
ensuring that such support is provided (TCPS2 p.83). 

REB review is a first line of defence against the requirement to provide institutional legal support 
to researchers, and the further need to provide separate legal advice to the REB if disclosure is 
requested of the REB.  

Effective supervision by REB can ensure that information that may be sensitive (legally or 
otherwise) remains anonymous at all appropriate times. Researchers may lack appreciation of 
the difference between ‘anonymous’ (information that never had personal identifiers) and ‘non-
identifiable’ information (information that could be de-anonymized).  

REB must encourage collection of sensitive information in a manner that minimizes the risk of 
mandatory legal reporting, which is one way that confidentiality is put at risk through inadequate 
design. In some circumstances, BCIT is required to provide institutional support to researchers in 
the event that the ethical duties of researchers conflict with legal duties to provide information to 
authorities.  

Privacy Breach 
At least two Acts are relevant to REB’s obligations regarding the privacy of individuals:   

• the Privacy Act, R.S.B.C. 1996, c. 373, which provides that the degree of privacy to which 
a person is entitled in relation to a matter is that which is reasonable in the circumstances, 
taking into account the nature of the conduct and relationship between the parties.   

• The Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act (“FOIPPA”), prohibiting 
disclosure of personal identifiable information except for an authorized purpose, where 
“identifiable information” means information about an individual other than contact 
information.  

Under the Privacy Act, recent court cases continue to affirm that the legal right to privacy is a 
contextual matter, to-be determined by reasonable expectations and in the whole context of the 
relationship at issue.  
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Recently in Insurance Corporation of British Columbia v. Ari (2023 BCCA 331), an employee of 
ICBC disseminated contact information of ICBC customers to another for a non-business 
purpose, resulting in harm to customers. Although the information was “simple contact 
information” and arguably not covered by FOIPPA, this question did not determine the privacy 
issue, nor the issue of the parties’ right to damages against ICBC. The Privacy Act applied and 
considered what a reasonable customer of ICBC would expect, including in consideration of 
ICBC’s nature as a public body, not dissimilar in many ways to BCIT.  

Research subjects will also carry the reasonable expectation that their information (of any kind) 
will not be used for a purpose other than approved research. Because REB can do very little to 
protect participants after privacy is breached, short of rescinding research approval, REB must 
ensure research includes best practices to minimize privacy risk, including: 

• Ensuring that personal information remains anonymous and de-identified to the largest 
extent without hindering research effectiveness.  

• Ensuring that personal information taken off the premises of an institution cannot be 
accessed for a non-research purpose.   

• If data will be accessed remotely, ensuring there is a policy for secure remote access.  

• A privacy breach protocol  

 

Informed Consent 
As the TCPS2 states in Article 5.1: 

Researchers shall safeguard information entrusted to them and not misuse or wrongfully 
disclose it. Institutions shall support their researchers in maintaining promises of 
confidentiality. 

When participant information may require disclosure under a legal obligation in the future, this is 
one example in which participants may not be fully aware of the risks, and consent to participation 
may be uninformed. It is likely that participants will be unaware of certain possible consequences 
to their participation, especially when drawn from a marginalized or vulnerable population, or 
where a participant cannot understand complex explanations (e.g. “what is a ‘subpoena’”?).   

TCPS2 makes no prohibition on consent via electronic means. As electronic consent continues 
to be obtained in practice, the REB must ensure consent remains informed of all relevant 
consequences and appropriate to its context. Because TCPS2 also does not require that consent 
be written in all cases, responsibility falls upon REB review to ensure that sufficient elements are 
present to ensure the integrity of consent. This is especially true when the nature of the study may 
change, or the nature of the information provided to researchers may change in quality over time 
and become sensitive.  

 

Capacity to Consent 
Under TCPS2, informed consent is a multi-factorial process that will vary depending on 
circumstances. Concepts like the “age of majority” or minimum age for consent are not applied in 
TCPS2. Capacity to consent is determined by the capacity to understand the significance of the 
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research and its risks and benefits. Some limits on ability to consent to participation are set by 
provincial legislation regarding who holds substitute decision-making capacity for these types of 
decisions. 

With Canada’s aging population, public interest will continue to increase in advancing knowledge 
of diseases that affect capacity, such as Alzheimer’s and other forms of dementia. When a 
participant lacks capacity for consent to research, the TCPS2 mandates that participation requires 
consent from a legally authorized representative.  

The requirements for who may serve as a legally authorized representative are set by provincial 
law and there is substantial variation between provinces (and between countries). The Health 
Care (Consent) and Care Facility (Admission) Act, R.S.B.C. 1996 c. 181 deals with substitute 
decision making authority in BC. When research involves subjects who lack capacity or may lose 
capacity during research, REB must carefully consider whether requirements for substitute 
consent are followed.  

 

After research commences 
Under the Tri-Agency Framework, institutions and their REBs are obligated to work together to 
ensure both due process and consideration of participant welfare (Tri-Agency Framework 
Responsible Conduct of Research, 2021 https://rcr.ethics.gc.ca/eng/framework-cadre-
2021.html).  

If allegations are made that a breach of the TCPS2 has occurred, BCIT and the REB will share 
responsibility for an investigation. REB is required to collaborate with an inquiry, respond 
questions posed and provide relevant information to the Agency. REB will be expected to promptly 
review and terminate any research no longer in compliance with TCPS2.  

As part of its responsibility, BCIT is required to conduct an inquiry or investigation depending on 
circumstances, including to form an investigation committee, gather evidence, interview affected 
parties, determine facts, and make a determination as to whether a breach of TCPS2 has 
occurred. 

 

Other requests under FOIPPA 
Other requests of institutional REBs continue to be made under FOIPPA. Two examples of recent 
Commission hearings demonstrate that best practices may prevent future hearings before the 
Privacy Commissioner, which are sure to result in legal fees to BCIT in order to attend the hearing:    

• A researcher asked for REB records pertaining to his research ethics applications after 
taking issue with whether Kwantlen adequately implemented TCPS2 in reviews of his 
research (Kwantlen Polytechnic University (Re), Order F10-42 2010)  

• A requestor sought records including all clinical trials with adverse events. As part of the 
IPC hearing, a Commissioner attended at McMaster to review the records at issue 
(McMaster University, Order PO-2693 2008). REB must have adequate record keeping in 
place, or else a request of this nature would be impossible to respond to in an adequate 
manner.  
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Emergency preparedness 
BCIT is celebrated for its emergency preparedness protocols, but best practices suggested by 
the TCPS2 are not available with current REB support. As TCPS2 states: 

Article 6.21: In collaboration with their researchers, institutions and their REBs should 
develop preparedness plans for emergency research ethics review. Research ethics 
review during publicly declared emergencies may follow modified procedures and 
practices. 

REBs are encouraged to develop policies that outline the process for addressing ethics review 
during public heath outbreaks, natural disasters and other publicly declared emergencies. 
Suggestions for best practice in the TCPS2 to maintain reasonable, fair and principled research 
design include: 

• A plan for how emergencies may affect the conduct of the review process and the conduct 
of REB meetings.  

• A plan anticipating extraordinary demands on research and how research may be 
coordinated in the circumstances.  

• A system to prioritize research during an emergency. For example, studies involving the 
experiences of first responders to an emergency may take priority when there are limited 
resources overall for REB review.    

• A reciprocity agreement with other institutional REBs to substitute reviewers in case of 
emergency.  

• A post-response plan to revise emergency preparedness protocols for the future.  

 

Conclusion 
The TCPS2 and Panel on Research Ethics have encouraged that the scope of research should 
expand and diversify. Considering the issue of legally sensitive topics:   

It is ethically acceptable to conduct research that may foreseeably trigger legal reporting 
obligations on an anonymous basis if it is the only way that participants will consider 
participating in the research and provide honest responses. If it allows identification of 
participants, it is unlikely that research could be conducted effectively on such matters as 
sexual abuse, violence, reportable infectious diseases, and other topics that may 
foreseeably trigger legal reporting obligations. Important knowledge and insights from 
research would consequently be foregone.  

(Panel on Research Ethics, TCPS 2 Interpretations, [August 2023] 
https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique_interpretations.html) 

With the volume of reviewable studies at BCIT increasing, it is all the more important that REB 
have the resources to implement best practices to protect the confidentiality, privacy, and 
sufficiency of consent for participants. Failure to provide these resources may lead to high and 
unpredictable legal costs. 
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