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Honourable Lloyd Snelgrove 
President of Treasury Board 
Legislative Assembly of Alberta 
#204 Legislature Building 
10800-97 Avenue 
Edmonton, AB 
Canada T5K 2B6 
 
September 17, 2010 
 
Dear Minister Snelgrove, 
 
The last two years have proven to be a difficult period for all Albertans. 
 
Dips in Alberta’s job market, coupled with lower natural resource revenue, mean that we find 
ourselves lacking the fiscal robustness enjoyed in previous years. Recent economic shocks, 
stemming from our interconnectedness to the global economy and reliance on international 
commodity markets, have made it all too apparent that our economic future must be knowledge-
based, diverse and resilient. 
 
The prosperity of the last decade Alberta has helped us move toward a more affordable, 
accessible and high quality post-secondary education sector; however, there still exist many 
gaps within the sector which we, as the Alberta Students’ Executive Council (ASEC), feel need 
to be addressed. Alberta has the lowest high school graduation rate in Canada, the lowest high 
school to post secondary transition rate in Canada, and the lowest post-secondary completion 
rates in the country. Put another way, only 14% of young Albertans will be enrolled in university 
this fall. 
 
In order for Alberta to strengthen itself economically and to diversify its investments, it is 
imperative that we strengthen our commitments to the post-secondary education sector. Dollars 
wisely spent in Alberta’s universities, colleges and technical institutes represent an investment 
in our future, and not a cost. For each dollar invested in post-secondary education, for example, 
three dollars is earned through increased taxes.  Post-secondary education produces cascading 
productivity: new graduates bring with them knowledge and skills, which spur innovation and 
efficiencies across the entire economy.   
 
Over the longer term, an educated population is a population that relies less on government 
programs, in turn translating into cost savings for the government. More educated populations 
are also shown to be more entrepreneurial, and, as a result, contribute more taxes, with the 
benefit of continuing to serve the best interests of the Government of Alberta. Active and 
sustained investment in Alberta’s post-secondary education system is not only the best way to 
reduce the province’s long-run costs while ensuring continued economic prosperity, but also 
play a key role in creating the best Alberta for tomorrow. 
 
Reaffirming commitment to an affordable, accessible system 
Affordability and accessibility are pillars of the province’s advanced education agenda. We 
believe that the Treasury Board can play a key role in fulfilling this agenda by ensuring dollars 
are available for priority areas.  
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While Budget 2010 delivered stability to areas such as health care and K-12 education, it also 
eliminated more than $54 million in up-front grants and bursaries directed towards students who 
are statistically less likely to pursue post-secondary studies. More than 15,000 Alberta rural and 
low-income post-secondary students who received support through two large programs, the 
Alberta Opportunities Bursary and Northern Student Supplement have been affected by this 
decision.  Two points need to be underscored: first, education is the most effective tool in any 
poverty reduction strategy; second, rural Albertans are the least likely to complete high school, 
and incentive programs which help them reach post-secondary studies help ensure that rural 
communities benefit from the knowledge and skills attained through higher education.  
 
Without question, existing programs that support accessibility and affordability must be 
maintained and enhanced. We ask that scholarships, bursary programs, grants, and education-
related tax credits not be cut in Budget 2011, and that the $54 million in up-front grants 
eliminated in Budget 2010 be reinstated. The Alberta Students Executive Council understands 
that the sheer diversity of the student body - more than 270,000 people strong in 2008-2009 - 
means that there is no simple, one-size-fits all solution for addressing the complex challenges of 
affordability and accessibility.  As such, we strongly advocate for a mix of up-front and non-
repayable grants, bursaries and scholarships to increase accessibility and trailing programs 
such as education-related tax credits and loan reduction measures to improve affordability. 
 
Innovative Student Financial Aid 
As we move toward a more knowledge-based economy, Alberta requires a more responsive, 
adaptable and innovative student financial aid system.  Education-related debt is a growing 
concern for the province’s post-secondary students.  
 
According to Government of Alberta figures, the average student loan exceeds $19,0001. The 
Canadian Millennium Scholarship Foundation suggests that the aggregate amount of student 
debt owed by Canadian families exceeds $20,000,000,0002. Research also shows that 
education-related debt for Canadian students more than doubled in the 1990’s and, over the last 
decade, increases in student debt load continue to outpace inflation. Calculated in 2009 dollars, 
average student debt in 1990 was $12,271; in 2000, it was $24,706 and in 2009, it was 
$26,6803. 
 
With the retirement of former loan relief measures and the increase of lifetime loan limits, 
insufficient recourse exists for Alberta students with higher-‐load debt. ASEC believes that the 
Government of Alberta can continue its mission of creating an accessible and affordable post-
secondary system by piloting new and innovative student financial aid programs.   
 
At the spring 2010 Student Finance Board meeting, the Alberta Students Executive Council 
advocated for the creation of a program to help address hard-‐to-‐manage student loan debt, 
while encouraging volunteerism in Alberta.  At its core, this volunteering/loan-‐reduction program 
would provide current and recent post-secondary graduates carrying student loan debt with the 
opportunity to have portions of accumulated debt forgiven, in exchange for the student’s 
contribution of time towards volunteering with participating organizations on an ongoing basis 
for a set period of time. 

                                                
1 Government	  of	  Alberta	  (2009).	  Facts	  &	  Figures,	  Advanced	  Education	  and	  Technology.	  	  
2	  Berger,	  J.,	  Motte,	  A.,	  and	  Parkin,	  A.	  (2009).	  The	  Price	  of	  Knowledge:	  Access	  and	  Student	  Finance	  in	  Canada.	  Fourth	  
Edition.	  Canadian	  Millennium	  Scholarship	  Foundation.	  
3 Ibid. 
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Participants in the volunteering/loan-‐reduction program would be required to volunteer a 
minimum of 100 hours per year, with a cut-‐off of 300 hours per year. The student or graduate 
would be eligible to participate in the program upon being issued a student loan, and would 
continue to be eligible up to five years after graduation, with a maximum eligibility of no more 
than nine years. 
 
If instituted, the program would allow Alberta students and graduates from across the post-
secondary sector to have up to fifty-‐percent of their student loan debt forgiven, to a maximum of 
$10,000. Lifetime limits would be applied, as in the case of student loans, in order to ensure that 
a graduate who chooses to take a second credential is not unfairly penalized. 
 
While the benefits to students and recent graduates are self-evident, the benefits to non-profit 
organizations are far reaching.  First, the program would provide greater access to a new and 
larger pool of volunteers.  Volunteerism in individuals under age 30 is significantly lower than 
other age groups and, compounding this, most volunteering hours come from a small number of 
volunteers. According to Volunteer Alberta, “the 25% of volunteers in Canada who volunteered 
171 hours or more annually and accounted for 78% of all volunteer hours.4”  A 
volunteering/debt-reduction program would exponentially expand the number of volunteer 
hours.  
 
By connecting students to the communities in which they live, this new program would provide a 
triple-benefit of helping the three stakeholders in post-secondary education: students, the 
Government and, most importantly, Alberta communities. 
 
Creating a “Rainy Day Fund” for Post Secondary Education 
Without much surprise to many, the economic downturn last year saw significant enrolment 
increases across all post-secondary institutions; most dramatically in Alberta’s colleges and 
technical institutes. Demand for post-secondary education often runs counter-cyclical to the 
economy: when economic activity slows and workers are laid off, their logical and best response 
is to return to school and improve their employment prospects. 
 
This exposes an obvious problem: how can Alberta accommodate the growing demand for 
upgrading, certificate, diploma and degree programs when less money is available for all? In 
order to maintain program quality, support the tens of thousands of workers employed by our 
pubic post-secondary institutions and ramp up capacity for new learners, institutions require 
more, not less, funding.  Moreover, maintaining the physical infrastructure of our campuses 
requires funding when sometimes there is little to spare, meaning sorely needed accumulated 
deferred maintenance and capital expansion requirements are left unfulfilled.  
 
As such, ASEC proposes that the Government of Alberta explore the creation of an endowment 
fund for post-secondary institutions to address these concerns and ensure stable, consistent 
funding is available in future times of economic contraction. 
 
Investment in Post Secondary Trades and Technology 
A ready supply of skilled labor is a necessary ingredient in ensuring the government’s top 
priority – full economic recovery – is achieved.   

                                                
4	  “Who	  Are	  Alberta’s	  Volunteers?	  Results	  for	  Albertans	  from	  the	  Canada	  Survey	  of	  	  
Giving,	  Volunteering	  and	  Participating,	  2007.”	  Volunteer	  Alberta. 	  
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Alberta has continually shown a strong commitment to improve the areas of trades and 
apprenticeships. ASEC wishes to congratulate the Government of Alberta’s strong commitment 
to this integral area and would respectfully submit that furthering strong investments in this area 
will ensure a strong economy by continuing to produce the best trades people in the entire 
world. 
 
It is clear that Alberta’s trades people are among the top in their professions, due in no small 
part to the Government of Alberta’s ongoing commitment to the approximately 20% of the 
apprenticeship training which takes place inside post-secondary institutions. Apprentices 
provide a guaranteed return for government investment, entering the job market with little to no 
lag time after their in-class education is complete. 
 
The Premier’s letter of mandate sent to Minister Horner on March 27th, 2008 explicitly requests 
that spaces be increased for “high demand areas like health and trades over the next two years” 
To end the government’s support of trades here would be a waste of the tax dollars that went 
into creating those spaces. A sustained and strengthened commitment to trades and 
apprenticeship training will benefit Alberta greatly. 
 
ASEC 2010 Budget Recommendations: 

• Protect existing programs which increase the accessibility and affordability of post-
secondary education, including bursaries, grants and tax credits 

• Reinstate the $54M cut in Budget 2010 from up-front grants 
• Support innovative programs to address soaring student loan debt, such as Volunteer to 

be Debt Free 
• Create a rainy day fund dedicated to post-secondary education 
• Maintain current investments in skilled labour and trades training 

 
 
The Alberta Students’ Executive Council submits this document not only on behalf of the 
120,000 students we represent today, but of the 120,000 workers they will become tomorrow. 
 We appreciate the opportunity to provide our feedback to you during this very important budget 
cycle. I sincerely hope the information presented above maintain the dedicated commitment 
shown by you and the Alberta Treasury Board towards the post-secondary sector. 
 
Respectfully yours, 
 

 
 
Steven Kwasny 
Chair, Alberta Students’ Executive Council 
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Statistical Highlights: 

• Alberta taxpayers see a real money return of 14% on their annual investments in 
Alberta’s colleges and technical Institutes 

• The province of Alberta benefits from improved health and reduced welfare, 
unemployment and crime, saving the public some $27.2 million per year each year that 
students are in the workforce 

•  The Alberta economy receives roughly $13.0 billion in income each year due to the 
action of colleges, technical institutes and their students 

• Alberta’s colleges and technical institutes produce a cost/benefit ratio of 3.8 (every $1 of 
provincial and local tax money invested today returns a cumulative $3.8 over the course 
of the students’ working career)  

• After factoring in the cost to taxpayers, the net present return to provincial governments 
revenue streams from higher taxes and lower social costs is $23, 875 for men and $12, 
839 for women 

• The 2008 Alberta employment rate for newly accredited journeymen was 100% 
 
 


