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OUSA represents the interests of over 140,000 professional and undergraduate, full-time and 
part-time university students at seven institutions across Ontario.

Our vision is for an accessible, affordable, accountable and high quality post-secondary 
education in Ontario.  To achieve this vision we have come together to develop solutions to challenges 
facing higher education, build broad consensus for our policy options, and lobby government to 
implement them.



Introduction 
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In 2005, for the first time in a half-century, the Government of Ontario took bold steps towards 
investing in our economic future by recognizing that higher education is the key to the new global 
economy. An investment of $6.2 billion into post-secondary education over five years began a process 
of strengthening the Ontario higher education system. The Reaching Higher Plan focused on areas 
in post-secondary education that were in dire need of attention 
after years of neglect: enhanced student financial assistance; 
increased enrolment and outreach to underrepresented groups; 
and improved accountability for student and public dollars. As a 
result of this initiative, more students than ever before have been 
empowered to access and excel in a post-secondary degree. 

With the onset of the recent financial crisis, the Ontario 
government again made forward-thinking stimulus investments 
in our universities through the Knowledge Infrastructure Program. 
The $780 million provided through the 2009 Ontario Budget 
enabled universities to build new state-of-the-art facilities and 
support increased demand for undergraduate teaching, research 
and graduate education. 

While this funding has allowed for essential new 
infrastructure to be built across the Province, little to none of 
the stimulus money went to reducing the backlog of deferred 
maintenance, now estimated at almost $2 billion. Unless long-
term, annual infrastructure funding is increased, this number will 
continue to grow. If left unchecked, it will erode the quality of 
university education, force the closure of buildings and lead to a 
reduction in the capacity of the system. 

Even in these challenging times, the Ontario government 
clearly understands the need for further investment in our 
universities and the tremendous return on investment that will 
be generated. According to the Canada Millennium Scholarship 
Foundation, those with a university degree comprise only 22 per 
cent of the population yet contribute 41 per cent of income tax 
paid and receive only 14 per cent of government spending.

Students are ready to work with the government to tackle the challenge of providing long-term, 
predictable infrastructure funding. Together we can ensure strong infrastructure leads to a strong 
university sector and a bright future for Ontario.



Students rely on campus infrastructure to support their education. While academic buildings 
and classrooms come to mind first, universities also have a wide array of complex facilities that support 
learning outside the classroom, including laboratories, hospitals, academic and administrative offices, 
libraries, residences, cafeterias, book stores, parking lots, and space for student support services. 

In addition, the student experience is heavily dependent on student centres and athletic facilities, 
which currently are not eligible for funding from the government. Student centres provide space for 
students to meet, work, study, and relax, while fostering a sense of community on campus. Athletic 

facilities are critical both for varsity athletic programs 
and day-to-day recreational needs and are essential 
in ensuring the health of our students. Unfortunately, 
without capital funding from the government, students 
are left to pay for large portions of these buildings 
through compulsory ancillary fees. At Queen

,
s University, 

for example, undergraduate students are paying an 
ancillary fee of over $140 per year to fund their athletics 
and student life complex. 

Instead of asking Ontario’s students – who are 
already paying the highest tuition in Canada – to pay 
for these critical pieces of university infrastructure, 
the government should adopt the recommendation  
contained in the final report of the MTCU/MEI Long-Term 
Capital Planning Project, compiled by the Courtyard 
Group in 2009, which states, “funding should be  
extended to traditional ‘ancillary’ projects which 
demonstrate significant contribution to student 
development.

,,

University infrastructure is not only used by 
students, but also by faculty, staff and to a large extent, 
the surrounding communities. Many Ontario campuses 

provide access to facilities that would otherwise be unavailable, including athletic facilities, theatres, art 
galleries, libraries, conference facilities, and general-purpose public space. Without this infrastructure, 
universities could not support the needs of their community, including local summer camps, high school 
or international athletics events, concerts, art exhibits, public lectures, cultural events, conferences, 
legal aid, and polling stations. 

What types of public infrastructure assets do you or your organization use 
most?
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What are the key economic and social trends that you think will most 
affect the province’s infrastructure needs over the coming decade?

Over 100,000 students have been added to Ontario
,
s universities in the last decade, an increase 

of over 50 per cent. As infrastructure has struggled to keep up with demand, classrooms have become 
overcrowded, with students often forced to sit in the aisles. According to the Council of Ontario 
Universities, in 2007, our universities had only 73 per cent of the space needed to support the current 
number of students, staff and faculty. With up to 58,000 more students expected by 2015, funding 
must be sufficient to not only catch up with previous growth but to prepare for future growth as well. 

As the Premier has repeatedly stated, these enrollment increases are necessary if Ontario 
is to compete in the knowledge economy. His recent commitment to increase the post-secondary 
attainment rate to 70 per cent is strongly supported by students, but our universities do not have the 
space. We must invest now for the students of tomorrow. 

In addition to increasing capacity, investments are needed to repurpose existing classrooms so 
that they are able to support new methods of teaching and learning. There is a growing recognition 
in the sector that the 
traditional lecture method of 
teaching is inferior to active 
and collaborative teaching 
pedagogies. Unfortunately, 
our classrooms have been 
built in a way that facilitates 
the lecture method and 
prevents the broad use of 
new techniques, such as 
problem-based learning 
and learning communities. 
To encourage this 
transformation and improve 
the quality of education and 
future productivity of our 
students, our universities 
must have adequate funding 
to repurpose existing space. 

Finally, the implementation of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) will 
require significant infrastructure investments. Because two-thirds of university infrastructure is over 
30-years old, meeting the built environment standards alone will require millions of dollars in retrofits. 
Universities are doing much to improve access for students with disabilities, as evidenced by their 
three-fold increase in enrollment over the past twenty years. But students with disabilities are still 
vastly underrepresented at our universities, and new infrastructure is critical to closing this gap. 
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Given the deficit challenges Ontario faces, what do you think the most 
important infrastructure investment priorities should be in the next 10-years?

Without a doubt, Ontario
,
s universities must be a priority for infrastructure investment. They 

provide Ontarians with the education they will need to excel globally, the research and innovation that 
is the bedrock of the knowledge economy, and the space for Ontario communities to come together. 
Given the province’s need to transition to the knowledge economy, the robust projections for future 
student growth, and the Premier

,
s commitment to increase the post-secondary attainment rate to 70 

per cent, investing in university infrastructure is more critical than ever.  

Within university infrastructure, students wish to highlight the nearly $2 billion in deferred 
maintenance costs across the sector. While students have welcomed recent capital investments for 
new construction, the government should now prioritize the renovation of existing space so that it 
can be used more efficiently and be made physically accessible. Furthermore, renovations will lead to 
greener buildings and significant annual cost savings on general maintenance and utilities. Queen

,
s 

University saved over $1 million last year because of a relatively mild winter and could save this much 
every year by better insulating aging buildings. 

Universities typically receive 
about $30 million a year in funding 
for deferred maintenance, though 
the Council of Ontario Universities 
has projected that ten times 
that amount is required to meet 
the industry standard for annual 
maintenance. Because they are not 
receiving adequate funding from the 
government, universities are forced 
to divert resources away from 
educating students, just to keep 
the lights on. By providing what 
our universities actually require, the 

government will be freeing up funds that should be going to improving the quality of education for 
Ontario

,
s students. 

Moreover, deferred maintenance cannot be deferred forever and there are real consequences 
to inaction on this issue. In the past, universities have been forced to tear down buildings and rebuild 
them from scratch because they were simply unsalvageable. If a long-term solution to the deferred 
maintenance issue is not found, our universities will lose capacity, and the cost of further expansion 
will grow. 
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In your opinion, how could we transform the delivery, financing or 
management of infrastructure to better meet provincial needs?

First, predictability of funding is essential so that institutions have the ability to prioritize and plan 
for campus growth and renewal. The current system, where the government injects extra infrastructure 
funds haphazardly every few years, is not sustainable. The fact that a ten-year infrastructure strategy 
is being discussed is an encouraging step. 

The government should also 
use this opportunity to broaden 
infrastructure funding to cover 
universities

,
 indirect costs. A great 

deal of stimulus money has recently 
been invested in new facilities, 
especially through the Knowledge 
Infrastructure Program, and while 
this money has aided our province

,
s 

research and innovation capacity, 
the new facilities add significant 
maintenance and other indirect costs 
to a system already under strain. 
The government should recognize 
these additional costs and provide 
institutions with a comprehensive 
funding package that recognizes the 
true long-term costs of infrastructure 
expansion. 

Universities are infrastructure-intensive entities because they must provide living and learning 
space for thousands of students. With the creation of the Ontario Online Institute, announced as 
part of the government

,
s Open Ontario Plan, it is possible that the existence of a high-quality online 

alternative will offset some of the future demand for university space. That said, a significant, up-
front infrastructure investment is required for the Ontario Online Institute to be successful. Moreover, 
the government

,
s efforts to expand broadband internet access to rural and northern communities 

are appreciated by students and these investments must continue. The government should strongly 
consider a forward-thinking investment in online learning to reduce future infrastructure costs.  
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