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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY.

 here is a great deal at stake
 for New Brunswick in this 
 election. New Brunswick 
 faces high unemployment, an 

aging population, and a provincial deficit 
to tackle. While this election will no doubt 
see each party advance a unique vision 
for the province’s future, students in New 
Brunswick believe there is one common 
denominator: affordable, accessible, 
high-quality post-secondary education. 

As New Brunswick’s workforce ages 
and its dependency ratio rises, educating, 
training, and retaining our young people is 
crucial to the rejuvenation of our economy. 
Post-secondary education provides a 
means to upgrade our workforce, prepare 
for upcoming labour market demands, 
and grow our population. The New Bruns-
wick Student Alliance believes that no 
matter the party or the platform, post-sec-
ondary education should be an important 
part of the next government’s plan to 
stimulate New Brunswick’s economy and 
create jobs. 

Ensuring those seeking a post-second-
ary education are able to attain one is vital 

to New Brunswick’s economic growth. 
To this end, New Brunswick students are 
recommending reforms to the province’s 
student financial aid programs to better 
target financial aid to those who need it 
most, ensure students in need can ac-
cess student loans, help student earners 
keep more of their money, and reduce 
student debt after graduation. 

While in school, New Brunswick 
students have unique needs in order to 
thrive in their learning environment and 
grow as learners, citizens, and workers. 
Mental health has grown as a concern on 
university campuses across the country; 
New Brunswick students believe it’s time 
to develop comprehensive strategies to 
tackle the problem here. While interna-
tional students are in-study, they face 
major challenges and costs related to their 
access to basic healthcare. In recognition 
of the important role international students 
play in enriching New Brunswick’s uni-
versities and contributing to the provincial 
economy, the NBSA believes the provin-
cial government can do more to support 
these students’ wellbeing. 

Of course, the success of the prov-
ince and its students is also dependent 
on universities and their ability to serve 
the public good. Universities must be 
adequately funded and overseen, and 
containing tuition costs allows students to 
participate in post-secondary education 
while minimizing their debt. By combining 
adequate public funding with appropri-
ate accountability mechanisms, the next 
provincial government can ensure that 
New Brunswick’s post-secondary insti-
tutions equip students with the skills and 
knowledge to contribute to the province’s 
ongoing prosperity. 

The NBSA believes post-secondary ed-
ucation is one of the smartest investments 
a provincial government can make. We 
believe our recommendations represent 
clear, achievable goals to a post-second-
ary education system that drives New 
Brunswick’s economy, helps create jobs 
and prosperity in the province, and allows 
students to be a part of New Brunswick’s 
success now and into the future.

T  

The New Brunswick Tuition Rebate is a 
non-refundable tax credit directed toward 
recent post-secondary graduates. While 
tax credits are designed to offset some 
costs of post-secondary education, they 
miss the mark in terms of helping the 
most financially needy graduates, instead 
disproportionately benefitting those least in 
need of support.1

Tax credits necessitate that graduates 
have New Brunswick income tax payable, 
otherwise forcing them to defer receipt 
of the rebate or transfer to a parent or 
spouse in a higher income bracket. This 
does little to help students immediately 
after graduation, particularly if working in 
a field that is not immediately lucrative. 
Given their distribution after graduation, tax 
credits also do little to promote access to 
post-secondary education for those with 
the greatest financial need. 

This stands in stark contrast to non-re-
payable financial aid, which has been 
shown to improve participation rates and 
reduce student debt.2 A more accessible, 
affordable post-secondary education sys-
tem serves not only to contribute to New 
Brunswick’s labour force, but also reduces 
healthcare and social service costs. 
Compared to tax credits, which represent 
a widely cast net after students completes 
their education, targeted, non-repayable 
financial aid helps the students who need 
it most at a time that allows both the stu-
dent and the Province to reap the greatest 
return. 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Convert the New Brunswick 
Tuition Rebate to targeted, 
non-refundable grants for 
low-income students at the 
beginning of their studies.

MAKING FINANCIAL AID 
WORK FOR STUDENTS.
Targeting funding to those 
who need it most.

Helping working students 
tackle the cost of education.

The New Brunswick Student Financial 
Assistance program, which provides 
students with access to loans and grants 
for the duration of their studies, includes 
a formula that stipulates the amount stu-
dents are expected to contribute based 
in part on their earnings during summer 
and while in-study. Under this policy, 
New Brunswick students who work 
during the summer see 80% of it count-
ed against them in their assessment of 
financial need and students who earn 
more than $100 per week during their 
studies see the difference clawed back 
from any financial aid they receive.3 

Employment remains the highest single 
source of revenue students use to pay 
for their education, amounting to 40% of 
student income.4 Summer employment 
is one of the primary sources of revenue 
students use to pay for their education; 
those who are employed earn an aver-
age of $7,125 during the summer.5 In 
New Brunswick, 27% of students go on 
to work during the school year to support 
their studies.6 Across Canada, post-sec-
ondary students who work while in-study 
work an average of 18 hours a week at a 
rate of $11.80/hour.7 

Research has shown that students 
appear to be good stewards of the mon-
ey they earn, diligently saving for their 
education and often keeping costs down 
by living at home with parents while not 
at school.8 Unfortunately, the average 
New Brunswick student still goes through 
each year of their post-secondary ed-
ucation with $5,200 in unmet financial 
need.9 

Allowing and encouraging students 
to work during their studies provides 
valuable work experience and on-the-job 
training that benefits New Brunswick after 
these students graduate. New Brunswick 
students should not be punished for 
working more during their studies and 
no student should be denied financial 
aid for choosing to work to pay for their 
education. 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Amend the New Brunswick 
Student Financial Assistance 
program assessment of 
borrower assets by eliminating 
the assessment of summer 
and in-study earnings. 
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Reducing student debt one 
month at a time.

Students are charged interest on the 
provincial portion of their student loans 
at a floating rate of prime plus 2.5% or a 
fixed rate of prime plus 5%. These rates 
were established at a time when default 
rates across the country and the prov-
ince were much higher; New Brunswick’s 
default rate, however, has been in steady 
decline since 2004.10 11 

Aside from the need for interest rates 
that more accurately reflect the reality of 
repayment, interest is a major contributor 
to the accumulation of student debt, pro-
ducing an additional $7,600 of debt for 
the average borrower using the floating 
interest rate or an additional $12,000 of 
debt for the average borrower using the 
fixed interest rate.12 Statistics Canada has 
found that high debt loads increase the 
likelihood that new graduates will migrate 
out of the province to pay off their debt, 
the average of which is $34,413 after 
graduation.13

The success of New Brunswick’s 
economy depends on the province’s 
ability to retain highly skilled individuals, 
including those with a post-secondary 
education. Taking measures to reduce 
student debt allows graduates the oppor-
tunity to stay and work in New Brunswick 
while pursuing their career of choice, 
rather than being forced to move out of 
province to pursue more immediately 
lucrative job prospects. 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Eliminate all interest on the 
provincial portion of student 
loans. 

Creating a fair resource 
assessment for students.

New Brunswick’s provincial student loan 
program currently assesses parental 
income as a portion of students’ assets; 
that is, it prescribes a dollar value that 
parents are expected to contribute to 
their child’s education. Of course, families 
are not always willing or able to con-
tribute the prescribed amount: in 2010, 
over 70,000 students across Canada 
received no support from their families.14 

A 2014 survey of families across Can-
ada found that parents who do help pay 
for their child’s post-secondary education 
put aside an average of 13.5% of house-
hold income annually to do so. While this 
amounts to around the same amount 
spent annually on food, it accounts for 
just one-third the cost of a student’s 
tuition and residence on campus. The 
same survey found that 67% of parents 
feel government policies should not force 
parents to help pay for their children’s 
education and 81% of parents support 
the removal of parental income assess-
ment.15

In 2011-2012, when the parental con-
tribution assessment was reintroduced 
to New Brunswick’s student financial 
aid program, it resulted in 1,300 less 
students receiving a student loan.16 No 
student should be denied an education 
because of their parents’ income level. 
Based on the change between 2010-
2011 and 2011-2012, removing the as-
sessment of parental contribution would 
cost $7.3 million annually.17 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Consider all post-secondary 
students independent and 
eliminate the assessment of 
parental contribution from the 
assessment of borrower assets.

PRIORITIZING STUDENT WELLNESS.

Investing in international 
students to drive New 
Brunswick immigration.

New Brunswick’s international student 
population has grown by 80% in the last 
ten years, with international students 
now comprising nearly 10% of total 
enrolment.18 In 2008, Statistics Canada 
reported that New Brunswick had the 
highest proportion of international stu-
dents of any province in Canada.19 

As New Brunswick’s population ages, 
international students 
will be a crucial part 
of population growth 
as prospective new 
immigrants. A 2007 
study by the Atlantic 
Metropolis Centre 
(AMC) found that 
international students may be more will-
ing to remain in New Brunswick to settle 
after their studies,20 while during their 
studies, international students contribute 
$1.78 for every dollar spent on them by 
the provincial government.21 It’s clear that 
international students represent not only 
a major contributor to New Brunswick’s 
economy, but a potential source of con-
tinued contribution as immigrants. The 
New Brunswick Student Alliance believes 
that the provincial government can make 

smart investments in international stu-
dents by supporting their wellbeing while 
in school. 

International students in New Bruns-
wick, on average, pay tuition just over 
double that of domestic students.22 
These fees support international recruit-
ment costs and support services for 
international students once they arrive 
on campus. In addition to these fees, 
international students in New Bruns-
wick must also pay an additional fee for 
basic health care – usually as part of a 

group insurance plan 
administered by their 
university or student 
association – in order 
to have access to 
basic medical services 
while in-study. 

Currently, British 
Columbia, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, 
Newfoundland, and Nova Scotia extend 
full provincial health coverage to interna-
tional students. A 2010 study of interna-
tional students in Atlantic Canada found 
that the cost for Newfoundland to provide 
healthcare to 1192 international students 
and 107 of their dependents cost the 
province $92,440 in 2008-2009. In Nova 
Scotia, the cost to provide healthcare to 
1328 international students and 152 of 
their dependents was $116,431 in 2009. 
These figures translate to a per-capita 

cost of $75.77 per international stu-
dent in Newfoundland and $87.67 per 
international student in Nova Scotia.23 
Applying the figures from Nova Scotia to 
New Brunswick yields an upper threshold 
estimated cost of $228,731 annually. 
Because the true cost depends on how 
many international students choose to 
enrol in a provincial healthcare program, 
applying Nova Scotia’s percentage 
uptake in 2009 yields a cost estimate of 
$80,056 annually.24

Investing in international student health-
care represents a major avenue for New 
Brunswick to support a demographic 
with a proven return on investment for 
public spending while encouraging social 
integration and promoting population 
growth. 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Extend full provincial 
healthcare coverage to 
international students while 
in-study. 

“International students 
contribute $1.78 for every 

dollar spent on them by the 
provincial government.”
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Supporting the mental 
health needs of a vulnerable 
population

Across Canada, mental health is an 
ever-growing concern among university 
students. In 2012, Maclean’s document-
ed what it called a crisis on university 
campuses: according to a US study, 7.5 
percent of students who start university 
with no history of mental illness develop 
symptoms, and about five percent of stu-
dents with a history of mental illness see 
symptoms increase while at university.25 
These new or existing cases are exac-
erbated by a disproportionate volume of 
sufferers, highly stressful environments, 
and a severe lack of support for those 
most in need. 

New Brunswick has made great 
strides in addressing mental health in the 
province, producing the 2009 McKee 
Report on mental health and the Action 
Plan for Mental Health in New Brunswick 
2011-18. While each report contains 
recommendations for early childhood 
and youth support, neither of these 
reports include any mention of mental 
health support for one of the province’s 
most vulnerable populations: university 
students. Youth aged 15 to 24, many of 
whom study at one of New Brunswick’s 
four public universities, are the group 
most likely to suffer the effects of mental 
illness, substance abuse, and suicide,26 
while suicide is the second leading 
cause of death among Canadians aged 
10 to 24.27

University students are not only among 
the most vulnerable age demographic, 
but are injected into a competitive and 
highly stressful environment while in 
school. According to a 2009 study by 
the American College Health Association 
(ACHA), one third of university students 
said they’d felt so depressed in the last 
12 months that they found it hard to 
function.28 In a 2011 study of eight US 
universities, 15 percent of students re-
ported self-injury.29 The ACHA study also 
found that seven percent of students had 
seriously considered suicide.30 Unfortu-
nately, little New Brunswick-specific data 
on student mental health exists. 

Universities are struggling to keep 

up with the growing needs of students 
in addressing mental health problems. 
Despite a 15% increase in prescriptions 
of psychiatric medications on campuses 
since 1994 and an average of 10.4% of 
students seeking counselling services, 
North American data shows an aver-
age of one counsellor for every 1,600 
students.31 Indeed, mental health issues 
have been predicted to be the leading 
cause of disabilities at Canadian universi-
ties by 2020.32

Mental illness not only hurts university 
students during their studies, but also 
has a negative effect on their completion 
and transition into the labour force. De-
pression has been found to be a signif-
icant predictor of lower GPA levels and 
higher dropout rates, and poor mental 
health can cause students to underesti-
mate the return on their studies and drop 
out.33 In the labour force, mental health 
problems and illnesses account for 
approximately 30% of short- and long-
term disability claims and are rated one 
of the top three drivers of both short- and 
long-term disability claims by more than 
80% of Canadian employers. In 2010, 
mental health problems and illnesses 
were responsible for 47% of all approved 
disability claims in the federal civil service. 
All said, about 21.4% of the working 
population – mostly adults in their early 
and prime working years – experience 
mental health problems and illnesses that 
can affect their productivity.34 

Due to the early onset of mental health 
problems and mental illness, there is a 
real opportunity to coordinate mental 
health strategies through New Bruns-
wick’s four public universities in order to 
help ensure post-secondary graduates 
are able to contribute to New Bruns-
wick’s labour force and economy. While 
government has funded mental health 
initiatives through the Department of 
Post-Secondary Education, Training and 
Labour, the approach has been largely 
piecemeal and not designed to meet the 
unique needs of students in the prov-
ince. A strategic, coordinated approach 
to mental health at New Brunswick 
universities serves not only to benefit 
the vulnerable student population, but 
also to ensure their continued produc-
tivity throughout and after their studies. 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Develop, in consultation with 
universities and students and 
with adequate funding for im-
plementation, comprehensive 
strategies for mental health on 
New Brunswick’s university 
campuses, including but not 
limited to funding for greater 
access to mental health pro-
fessionals and counsellors.

“Mental health 
problems and 

illnesses account 
for approximately 

30% of short- 
and long-term 

disability claims 
and are rated one 

of the top three 
drivers of both 

short- and long-
term disability 

claims.”

IMPROVING NEW BRUNSWICK’S 
PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES.
Helping universities 
compete at a national level

New Brunswick currently ranks 8th out 
of all provinces in Canada in terms of 
public funding to universities per student, 
funding $10,119 
per student com-
pared to the median 
$12,237.35 In terms 
of tuition as a share 
of university operat-
ing revenue, howev-
er, New Brunswick 
ranks third across 
the country.36

New Brunswick’s 
comparatively lower government funding 
level and higher proportion of private 
funding through tuition fees mean that if 
trends continue, students will be hit with 
the rising costs of education in the prov-
ince or there will be a notable decline in 
the quality of education New Brunswick’s 
universities can provide. 

New Brunswick’s path to prosperity 
starts at its universities. Universities, 
students, and graduates contribute 
significantly to the provincial economy by 
way of research and development, job 
creation, and increased tax revenue.37 

Increasing funding 
to universities not 
only stimulates 
New Brunswick’s 
economy, it allows 
universities to 
maintain the quality 
of education they 
provide without 
shifting the burden 
onto the backs of 
students by way of 

increased tuition fees and accumulation 
of debt. 

Increasing funding to universities until 
New Brunswick reaches the national 
per-student average stands to make New 
Brunswick’s universities more competitive 
nationally and internationally, while main-

taining a tuition freeze until such funding 
is reached ensures that no students 
feel the financial burden of rising univer-
sity costs. New Brunswick’s last tuition 
freeze was supported by a 3% increase 
to university operating grants; 4% annual 
increases would allow New Brunswick 
to move toward a goal of matching the 
national average in terms of per-student 
funding to universities. Based on the 
province’s pre-election economic and fis-
cal outlook, this would cost government 
$8.8 million annually.38 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Implement a fully funded tu-
ition freeze until New Bruns-
wick’s per-student university 
funding matches the national 
average.  

“New Brunswick currently 
ranks 8th out of all provinces 
in Canada in terms of public 
funding to universities per 

student, funding $10,119 per 
student compared to the 

median $12,237.”
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Ensuring value for public 
university funding

As New Brunswick tackles a significant 
provincial deficit, accountability for public 
spending is crucial to ensure that public 
dollars are spent effectively to build a 
prosperous province. Funding for univer-
sities represents a significant investment 
by the provincial government with a prov-
en track record as an economic driver, 
contributing $110 million in tax revenues, 
$113 million annually in research and 
development, and over $1 billion in total 
economic impact.39

The New Brunswick Student Alliance 
believes that universities should be given 
a venue to answer questions about 
operational spending and budgeting and 
that legislators should have the ability to 
appropriately scrutinize public spending 
on universities. Given frequent debate 
about whether universities are adequately 
funded on one hand and properly man-
aged on the other, students believe that 
full transparency is the most effective way 
to ensure that New Brunswick’s universi-
ties are adequately funded and managed 
in order to provide high-quality education. 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Enact legislation to compel 
universities to testify before 
a legislative committee on all 
activities and spending, in-
cluding financial statements.

“As New Brunswick 
tackles a significant 

provincial deficit, 
accountability for 

public spending is 
crucial to ensure that 

public dollars are spent 
effectively to build a 

prosperous province.”
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