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Presentation to the Province of British Columbia Select 
Standing Committee on Finance and Government Services 
 
 
The Federation of Post-Secondary Educators represents over 10,000 faculty and 
staff who work and teach in 22 of the 27 province’s public post-secondary 
institutions. The pre-budget consultation process provides an important 
opportunity for the Select Standing Committee to gather input and insights on how 
investments in our public post-secondary education system could put our province 
on a more sustainable growth path than is currently the case. 
 
FPSE believes it is important to reinforce points made by our Federation last year 
before this committee. A year ago, we stressed that the value of these 
consultations goes far beyond simply gathering public input. The real value comes 
from transparent budget-making by government and credible oversight by the 
Minister of Finance on some of the emerging issues within the budget making 
process.  
 
Unfortunately, what has emerged over the last year and a half has been a steady 
erosion of both public support and public confidence in the budget-making process. 
Revelations of the last few weeks that a significant amount of internal research was 
done on major budget issues, but was not shared with either the Legislature or the 
general public has only served to increase voter scepticism about how the Minister 
of Finance, the Premier and other members of the provincial Cabinet subscribe to 
the value of transparency in their budget-making process.   
 
As a Committee, FPSE hopes that part of your report examines the erosion of 
public confidence and offers some suggestions to both the Minister and the 
Legislature on how to reverse this trend. For example, the Committee’s report 
should comment on the mishandling of the Harmonized Sales Tax. The Minister of 
Finance and the Premier have long contended that the HST was the “best thing for 
the BC economy”, but both current polling results of the public’s support for the 
HST as well as internal Ministry of Finance documents seem to suggest that is not 
the case. Your report could hopefully provide some reliable information on the 
Minster’s claim and, in the process, provide some confidence to the voting public 
on whether the HST is, in fact, the most appropriate fiscal option for BC. 
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FPSE acknowledges that another Legislative Committee is also looking at the HST 
issue, but their focus is confined more to the referendum petition rather than the 
fiscal questions. Both are important, but in terms of improving public confidence 
there is a serious problem, created largely by the handling of the HST. Your 
Committee has an opportunity to begin repairing that loss of confidence. It would 
be a terrible comment on how you accept your responsibilities as a Committee if 
your final report did not acknowledge the erosion of public confidence that the 
handling of HST to this point has created for the Minister and his colleagues at the 
provincial Cabinet table.  
 
Post-secondary education has been in the media lately as several news reports 
dealt with the increasing number of students who are returning to post-secondary 
education institutions. That’s always an encouraging sign. The doors that open for 
a person’s career following completion of a post-secondary degree, diploma, 
certificate or credentialed apprenticeship are significant. Moreover, the benefits 
from that decision extend to far more than just the enrolling student. It also 
extends to the society that supports that student through its investments in public 
post-secondary education.  
 
Those benefits are well documented. Our submission includes as an appendix a 
summary of research recently completed by the C.D. Howe Institute, which shows 
the substantial return on investment for the individual who is prepared to complete 
their post-secondary education. Most of that “return” comes in the form of higher 
earnings and greater mobility. Those higher earnings, in turn, lead to more tax 
revenues to the treasury, revenues that continue over an individual’s entire 
working life. 
 
These conclusions have been made in other studies that we have presented to this 
Committee in previous years. The Canadian Council on Learning has provided the 
most comprehensive overview of this research and we would recommend that 
Committee review this research as you consider how the 2011 budget should 
support post-secondary education. 
 
While the evidence to support greater investments in public post-secondary 
education is well developed, the problem facing BC’s public post-secondary 
institutions is that provincial operating grants—the mechanism that the province 
uses to invest in our institutions—have not kept pace with basic needs. Although 
government-side MLAs often point to absolute increases in funding for post-
secondary education as proof of their commitment, the real test is whether those 
operating grants are keeping pace with the number of students within our system 
as well as the inevitable cost pressures of inflation. That’s why we have always 
stressed the importance of measuring post-secondary funding in terms of inflation 
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adjusted dollars per FTE of students within our system. Those calculations have 
been shared with this Committee by others in the post-secondary sector. The 
significant fact in this debate is that since 2001 real per-student operating grants 
have declined by close to eight percent. 
 
A fact sheet put out by the Ministry of Advanced Education suggests that total 
funding for post-secondary education between 2001 and 2011/12 will increase by 
about 76 percent. Unfortunately, that number is only true if you include the 145 
per cent increase in tuition fees over the same period. The dramatic spike in tuition 
fee revenue since 2001 has only shifted more of the burden for post-secondary 
education on to students. Today’s students are paying between 25 and 30 percent 
of the cost of their education compared to approximately 10-15 percent for 
students who attended post-secondary education in previous generations. 
 
The funding problems that our institutions face take many forms. Far too many of 
our students have to cope with waitlists for the programs they need to either start 
or complete their post-secondary education. Not surprisingly, our students are 
taking longer to graduate. An undergraduate degree today typically takes six years 
to finish rather than the four years that is contemplated by most post-secondary 
program planners. The longer completion times reflects the new reality of 
thousands of students who are forced to balance work and school in ways that 
minimize debt. That said, student debt is a growing problem, one that saddles 
young adults with significant costs after they graduate. As a first priority, this 
Committee needs to address the affordability problem and find ways to lower the 
costs of post-secondary education for our students. 
 
Last month, there was another example of how funding is getting squeezed within 
our system. The Minister of Advanced Education announced a moratorium on the 
development of any new degree programs within the public-post-secondary 
system. The announcement surprised many. There was virtually no consultation on 
the moratorium. Our concern is that new degree programs are the way in which 
our institutions stay ahead of the knowledge curve. It is the means by which they 
stay relevant and provide value to students and other important stakeholders. The 
moratorium is a bad idea and reflects the over-arching pressures that come from 
chronic underfunding of our institutions. FPSE hopes that your final report provides 
some useful guidance to the Minster of Finance on how the 2011 budget can 
resolve this problem. 
 
Trades training and apprenticeship programs have finally been brought back into 
the Ministry of Advanced Education. For about five years that responsibility was 
housed in the Ministry of Economic Development. It took considerable lobbying by 
stakeholders and a report from the Auditor General to finally convince the Premier 
to make the change. Unfortunately, BC still has a long way to go on the trades 
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training front. The relationship between the Industry Training Authority and the 
post-secondary institutions who deliver over 90 percent of the trades training 
programs is not collaborative. Although the ITA’s budget has increased from about 
$73 million when it was launched in 2003 to almost $113 million today, very little 
of that increase has been targeted at the institutions that actually do the training. 
Given the economic impact of a growing skills shortage, FPSE hopes your report 
provides the Minster with some clear guidelines as to how that problem could be 
fixed in the upcoming budget. 
 
And finally, FPSE asks the Committee to devote a portion of its report to examining 
the issue of federal transfers. Under the Labour Market Agreement and Labour 
Market Development Agreement, the federal government has transferred over 
$250 million to BC to support program development in a number of areas. When 
transfers like this happen, there is an opportunity for government to re-think how 
it could improve the outreach and effectiveness of those new program 
expenditures. We believe that stakeholder input, which includes representation 
from the post-secondary education institutions and faculty as well as 
representatives from the broader labour movement and the employer community, 
is a critical first step in designing new initiatives. However, too often stakeholder 
input is treated as peripheral to real decision making by government. We think that 
approach fails to capitalize on the talent and expertise that stakeholders provide. 
We would like to see a section in your report that provides some advice to the 
Minister on how to design the most effective stakeholder input as the province 
contemplates how best to maximize the value of all federal transfers. 
 
In conclusion, FPSE urges the Committee to incorporate the following 
recommendations in the final report that is submitted to the Legislature: 
 
1) Advise the Minister on the merits of restoring real per-student operating 

grants to post-secondary institutions to their 2001 level. 
 
2) Develop a more comprehensive approach to improving the affordability of 

post-secondary education for students, an approach that would include 
expanded student support services and a restoration of the student grant 
program. 

 
3) Support our call to end the current moratorium on developing new degree 

programs at our public post-secondary institutions. 
 
4) Strengthen the system of stakeholder input to ensure that when there are 

federal transfers to BC, the decision making process for allocating those 
transfers is truly transparent and properly reflects the input of stakeholders 
consulted. 



FPSE SUBMISSION TO THE BRITISH COLUMBIA SELECT STANDING 
COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND GOVERNMENT SERVICES (BUDGET 2011)  5 |  
 

 
5) Recommend ways to improve the effectiveness of trades training in BC to 

ensure that the current public entity charged with responsibility for trades 
training—the Industry Training Authority—achieves outcomes that will 
address BC’s growing skills shortage. 
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