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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

As the government prepares to present its third budget, jobs and training are once again 
necessarily at the forefront of discussions. However, we would counsel the government 
not to give in to the temptation of merely reacting to industry-specific booms. The 
economic and demographic challenges ahead for this province are not problems the 
responses to which we can afford to postpone in the search for short-term success. 

The New Brunswick Student Alliance does not just believe that postsecondary education 
is a crucial element to New Brunswick’s recovery and future success; we believe it is 
fundamental. It is the pathway to this province’s prosperity. 

Our proposed reforms are comprehensive and integrated and necessarily so. Now is not 
the time for incrementalism. Now is the time for sweeping measures to guarantee the 
postsecondary sector’s capacity to deliver not just as an innovator but also as a 
safeguard for the mental and financial wellbeing of our youth and as a catalyst for 
immigration. 

Were the provincial government to realise the true and vast economic potential of its 
public postsecondary sector, which directly contributes more than 5 percent of New 
Brunswick’s GDP, it should take the steps outlined herein: 

a) Increase public funding to our universities through a multi-year funding 
package that would raise spending to the national per-FTE level; 

b) Increase public mental health spending to 9 percent of the provincial health 
budget with dedicated resources to address unique on-campus needs; 

c) Increase the number of compensated experiential learning opportunities so 
that every postsecondary student regardless of field of study may access at 
least one placement during their studies; 

d) Extend provincial healthcare coverage to international students; 
e) Lower the debt cap back to $26,000 and expand the ‘timeliness’ of the 

Timely Completion Benefit.  



PUBLIC FUNDING TO OUR UNIVERSITIES 

We appreciate that the government listened to students when they asked for the 
reallocation of financial aid monies away from tax credits and rebates to upfront, needs-
based grants. When the Tuition Access Bursary includes the full implementation of its 
sliding scale, the program should drastically alter how we talk about access in this 
province. Thus, we implore the government to come good on their promise to students 
and introduce the sliding scale in this budget. 

However, we need the government to listen again and clearly when we say that the 
postsecondary sector is struggling as a result of the austerity measures enacted by this 
government through freezes to the operating grants to universities. 

Students urge the government to consider that another freeze in the operating grants 
would, in no uncertain terms, cripple the postsecondary sector. Another freeze to the 
operating grants would aggravate the financial strain on students and families across 
the province. Another freeze to the operating grants would exacerbate the growing 
mental health-related crisis on our campuses. 

New Brunswick ranks 8th out of 10 provinces in terms of per-FTE (per-student) public 
funding to its universities. That should not come as a surprise given that the level of public 
funding in New Brunswick, when adjusted for inflation, has effectively remained 
unchanged in two and a half decades. As a result, students have been left to pick up 
the tab for a 40 percent increase in the cost of postsecondary education in the province. 

The Liberal Party explicitly stated in its platform — a commitment reiterated in last year’s 
budget — that it would deliver a multi-year funding package to New Brunswick’s 
universities. Such a package would allow institutions to develop long-term tuition 
schedules and provide students with the predictability and financial security they need 
to adequately prepare for their time-in-study. That stability is necessary to ensure the 
maximum impact of financial aid programs, such as the government’s flagship Tuition 
Access Bursary. The NBSA has also stressed that such a package should be outcome-
driven: an outcome that sees New Brunswick reach the national per-student funding 
average within five years. 

At a time when money’s tight, there is no smarter investment and no better economic 
decision that investing in our human capital.  



MENTAL HEALTH SPENDING 

Students listened when, five years ago, government told them to tackle the awareness 
and stigma-related issues surrounding mental health-related problems at the 
postsecondary level. Unfazed by this challenge, students have led transformations on 
their campuses; mental health discussions are now ubiquitous in our communities. 

Students made this happen despite the increased psychological stress factors directly 
related to the postsecondary experience. Students continue to make this happen 
despite watching public expenditure on mental health stagnate over the past five years. 

Students now need the government to listen to them when we say that the potential of 
an entire generation of postsecondary graduates to contribute to their communities and 
pay for the increasing healthcare demands of an aging population is at stake. The lack 
of full-time community- and campus-based mental health professionals is but another 
symptom of a chronically underfunded public postsecondary sector. 

We understand that this is a tremendous financial ask of government: increasing mental 
health expenditures in New Brunswick from current levels (4 percent) to the Canadian 
Mental Health Association’s recommended 9 percent would require at least $130 million 
in new investments over the next five years — just to meet the minimum recommended 
ratio of counsellors to students would require a 50 percent increase in the number of 
counsellors, which is an annual $400,000 investment. Our sector has maxed out its 
capacity to deliver these services at current funding levels; average wait times to access 
mental health-related services on university campuses range from one to six months. 

We understand that this investment is likely dependent on New Brunswick benefitting 
from a new health accord. To maximize the impact of said health accord in our province 
though, we have to be able to demonstrate to our federal partners that we have the 
capabilities to address what the World Health Organisation predicts will be the number 
one drain on our healthcare system by 2020.  

New Brunswick is already a model for ‘best practices’ on the integrated service delivery 
of mental health services at the community level. We should be proud of the work we 
have done on that front and capitalise on that momentum to eliminate the capability 
gap at the postsecondary level. That is how we can be a national leader. 

Students want the government to listen to them when they say: they want their 
government to be a national leader on this file. 



EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 

When the Premier visited all the universities in September of this year, he identified the 
retention of recent graduates within the province and their employability in our labour 
market as a key problem for his government. 

Students listened. 

We posit in response that there is a strong national consensus on the need for innovation 
as an economic driver and if this province wants to be competitive, then we need 
people who have those skills. We cannot raise economic performance without investing 
in skills and these skills are developed at our postsecondary institutions. However, a 
fundamental component of that skill development is the experiential learning process. 

Governments should listen when students and graduates say the expected result of their 
participation in higher education is not just a credential, but a highly transportable and 
transferrable skill set that will enable them to contribute to their communities, wherever 
those may be. Postsecondary students who complete in-study experiential learning 
opportunities such as co-ops, internships, and/or work-study placements are more likely 
to secure employment after graduation. Furthermore, graduates not participating in 
experiential learning are less satisfied with their academic experience. 

The government can play a role by establishing an experiential education framework 
with the goal of providing every postsecondary student in New Brunswick, regardless of 
field of study, with at least one compensated experiential learning opportunity.  

Increasing experiential learning opportunities is an underappreciated and economically 
sound solution to our retention problems. A concerted effort on this front could not only 
increase retention rates, but would help facilitate necessary on-the-job competency 
development while dramatically decreasing graduate un- and under-employment. 

New Brunswick’s youth unemployment rate, at 17 percent, is 50 percent higher than the 
national average. Therefore, it is perhaps most important that the government listen to 
students on the compensation component. For students, compensation is essential to the 
experiential learning process, especially in how that translates to employability. Not only 
do students increasingly expect their labour to be rewarded, but paid experiential 
learning opportunities have a direct correlation between future employment: almost 
two-thirds of students with paid experiential learning opportunities received a job-offer 
post-graduation — double the number of students with unpaid experience.  



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT HEALTHCARE 

New Brunswick’s international student population has grown by 80 percent in the past 
decade and now accounts for roughly 12 percent of total postsecondary enrolment. The 
recruitment and retention of international students to New Brunswick should be among 
the government’s primary economic considerations. The government will struggle to find 
a better investment than in students. Within that subset, international students per capita 
produce some of the highest returns of investment in their communities. 

International education in Canada is a $12 billion industry and constitutes 11 percent of 
the country’s total service exports. New Brunswick holds less than one percent of that 
share, yet international education is New Brunswick’s third largest export after natural 
resources and agriculture. For a province whose economy is so reliant on the export 
market, the government would be remiss not to capitalize on this growth opportunity. 

To do that though, New Brunswick must first establish a level playing field for its 
postsecondary sector. We know that international students priorities two factors when 
deciding on where to study: the institution (tuition) and benefits (healthcare). At an 
institutional level (ie, school by school), students are convinced that New Brunswick can 
compete. Where we cannot is on the other front. We hope government will listen to us 
when we say that just to level the playing field against other Atlantic provinces, New 
Brunswick has to extend healthcare coverage to international students. 

Based on a comparative analysis of Newfoundland and Labrador and Nova Scotia, and 
through an extrapolative study on impact rates of young New Brunswickers, the NBSA 
predicts that the Government of New Brunswick would have to budget $200,000 to 
extend provincial healthcare to all international students. However, we do not expect the 
government to have to spend that much; instead, consider the sunk costs of healthcare, 
the government will likely need only $18,000-20,000 in additional expenditure.  

In other words, for the approximate cost of one international student’s tuition (plus fees), 
the government could level the playing field and make it possible to grow on the $116 
million in new spending and $180-200 million in GDP output that international students 
generate annually. Remembering that New Brunswick holds less than one percent of the 
Canadian international education share, should the government ambitiously seek to 
grow total international student enrolment at the postsecondary level in the next 5 to 7 
years, the direct economic impact alone could exceed that of the HST increase.  



THE TIMELY COMPLETION BENEFIT 

When this government increased the debt cap for the Timely Completion Benefit from 
$26,000 to $32,000, students were bewildered. We worried that the government had not 
listened to us say that student debt levels were already too high in New Brunswick. 

Postsecondary student debt levels are steadily rising above inflation each year. In New 
Brunswick, students graduating from a bachelor’s degree with debt owe an average of 
$35,200 — the highest in Canada and more than 50 percent higher than the national 
average of $22,300. We must also consider the estimated 6,200 youth who have left the 
province in the past five years and the limited exposure and uptake of the program itself. 

However, students are pleased to now have a minister who has acted as a champion on 
our behalf, especially with regard to our debt loads — the same minister who seven years 
ago introduced the Timely Completion Benefit. We are also delighted to have in you a 
social scientist for a minister of finance, one who would understand that high levels of 
student debt have social and economic consequences. 

Studies have shown that as the cost of pursuing a postsecondary education rises, low- 
and middle-income youth are more likely to forego the risk of enrolment. The Tuition 
Access Bursary will alleviate some of these concerns, but it is not a one-stop shop and far 
from a panacea to the province’s debt problems. High debt levels also act as a drag on 
the provincial economy by increasing the likelihood of outmigration and constraining 
personal spending, which negatively impact an economic model already limited in its 
capacity to support small and medium businesses. 

Academic programs are required to be reviewed every seven years or so. We believe 
that the Timely Completion Benefit is due for a review. Not only has the program not 
conclusively improved completion times — the Maritime Provinces Higher Education 
Commission’s latest study suggests that students take closer to 5 years on average to 
complete an undergraduate degree — but debt has continued to climb. 

Students have met with our minister consistently since the start of the school year to bring 
attention to this issue. We hope we can find proof in this budget that we are being 
listened to and see the debt cap lowered back to its original level along with a review of 
the program’s ‘timeliness’ requirements. We encourage the government not to lower their 
debt by increasing those of students.


