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Conestoga Students Incorporated (CSI) represents over 

40,000 post-secondary students at Conestoga College. 

As a non-profit organization committed to advancing the 

interests and well-being of post-secondary students, we 

recognize education’s pivotal role in building a strong future 

together for our province. Our organization is one of many 

that advocate for the needs and interests of post-secondary 

students, striving to ensure affordable, equitable, and 

high-quality education and support in Ontario.

This pre-budget submission articulates our recommendations, 

rooted in the collective experiences of Conestoga’s student 

population, to highlight the key areas where budgetary 

investments can make a transformative impact. The 2024 

budget should implement the following targeted and 

strategic investments in education and associated supports 

to empower students across the province to excel in their 

educational journey, and contribute meaningfully to the 

prosperity of Ontario:

1.   Provide a one-time increase of 10% in per-student 
funding applied in 2024-2025 to the value of the 
Weighted Grant Unit (WGU)/Weighted Funding Unit 
(WFU), with subsequent increases each year equal 
to the increase in the consumer price index or 2%, 
whichever is greater;

2.   Review the Ontario Student Assistance Program 
(OSAP) assessment processes and policies to increase 
grants for low-income students;

Conestoga Students Incorporated (CSI) was established in 1973 and is the official student association of Conestoga 

College Institute of Technology and Advanced Learning, representing the voice of over 40,000 Conestoga students. 

CSI is governed by a student board of directors and provides Conestoga students with services, events, resources, 

and advocacy initiatives to improve and support the student experience. 

3.   Create funding opportunities for non-profits, co-
operatives, and post-secondary institutions to increase 
the supply of purpose-built student accommodations 
(PBSAs) to address the ongoing and increasing 
housing crisis;

4.   Make targeted investments and policy changes that 
reduce financial barriers for students to address the 
root cause of food insecurity: financial insecurity. 
This includes but is not limited to, ensuring that 
social program disbursements (OSAP, ODSP, Ontario 
Works, etc.) reflect the current cost of living, that 
minimum wage is a livable wage, that institutions 
are not primarily reliant on tuition revenues, and that 
affordable housing is available for students; and, 

5.   Invest in public transportation projects that improve 
municipal and regional interconnectivity in the Grand 
River Watershed and beyond with an integrated 
payment method such as Presto.

These investments will ensure the sector’s financial 

sustainability, improve the accessibility of post-secondary 

education, and ensure students have the necessary support 

to be successful in their educational experience and beyond.

Sincerely,

Nelson Chukwuma
Nelson Chukwuma
CSI President

Executive Summary

About Conestoga Students Incorporated:
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Conestoga Students Incorporated (CSI) represents over 

40,000 post-secondary students at Conestoga College and 

is pleased to submit our recommendations for consideration 

in the 2024 Ontario Budget. As a non-profit organization 

committed to advancing the interests and well-being of 

post-secondary students, we recognize the pivotal role that 

education plays in building a strong future together for our 

province. Our organization is one of many that advocate 

for the needs and interests of post-secondary students, 

striving to ensure affordable, equitable, and high-quality 

education and support in Ontario.

Ontario’s post-secondary sector contributes significantly to 

developing skilled and innovative individuals equipped to 

make Ontario a destination for people to live, work, invest, 

and raise a family. In light of the ongoing challenges the 

post-secondary sector and its students face, targeted and 

strategic investments in education and associated sectors, 

such as housing and transportation, are paramount. This 

pre-budget submission articulates our recommendations, 

rooted in the collective experiences of Conestoga’s student 

Introduction

population spread out across eight campuses and seven 

municipalities, to highlight the key areas where budgetary 

investments can make a transformative impact, empowering 

our students to excel in their educational journey and 

contribute meaningfully to the prosperity of Ontario.

To ensure Ontario continues to support the sector and post-

secondary students, we ask the Government of Ontario 

to consider our recommendations to address the sector’s 

financial sustainability, improve the accessibility of post-

secondary education for all, and ensure students have the 

necessary supports to be successful. 
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Operating grants for post-secondary institutions are 

foundational to developing, maintaining, and propelling 

an accessible public post-secondary system. Although 

operating grants are essential in a public post-secondary 

system, they have not kept pace with inflation, forcing 

a shift to increase and rely on tuition funds, specifically 

international tuition, that risk the future sustainability of the 

college sector as a whole.1  Therefore, the Government of 

Ontario should implement the following recommendation 

from the Blue-Ribbon Panel on Post-Secondary Education 

Financial Sustainability: 

1. a one-time increase of 10% in per-student funding 
applied in 2024-2025 to the value of the Weighted 
Grant Unit (WGU)/ Weighted Funding Unit (WFU), with 
subsequent increases each year equal to the increase in 
the consumer price index or 2%, whichever is greater;2

The funding shortfall comprises a lack of operating grant 

increases and recent tuition cuts and freezes. Compared to 

other provinces across the country, the Government of Ontario 

currently provides $8,724 less funding per college student 

on average in 2021-2022.3 While the one-time increase of 

10% in per-student funding will still leave Ontario behind 

the national average, it will greatly reduce the gap between 

Ontario and other provinces.

From 2008 to 2021, operating grants per college student 

have only increased by $750, from $6,615 to $7,365.4 This 

is $948 below the real value of the grants when adjusted 

for inflation.5 This funding reduction in real terms has been 

further compounded by the 10% cut to domestic student 

tuition in 2019 and the continued tuition freeze.6  

Creating and Maintaining a Sustainable and 
Accessible Public Post-Secondary System 

While the lack of investment forced many Ontario colleges 

to pivot, innovate, and create new efficiencies, this can only 

be exercised to a point. A point that has come and past, 

with many colleges indicating that they are now operating 

at a loss for every domestic student they enrol.7 This further 

increases and explains their reliance on an unsustainable 

and unpredictable source of revenue: international students.

“
Ontario colleges can reduce 

their reliance on tuition-
funding models when they can 

operate on a predictable and 
sustainable financial model. 
To ensure Ontario’s colleges 

remain sustainable and 
accessible, while providing a 

high-quality education, direct 
investments in operating funds 

for colleges are required.

”
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Similarly, improving accessibility to post-secondary education 

can be accomplished through targeted investments and policy 

changes to the Ontario Student Assistance Program (OSAP). As 

the Blue-Ribbon Panel on Post-Secondary Education Financial 

Sustainability stated, “The fundamental goal of OSAP should 

be to ensure that, in conjunction with institutional assistance, 

no qualified student in Ontario who wishes to pursue post-

secondary credentials is denied access because of their economic 

circumstances.”8 As this government aims to improve affordability 

for Ontarians, the Blue Ribbon Panel has suggested a variety 

of recommendations that would better support low-to-middle-

income students. The Government of Ontario should implement 

the recommendation from the Blue-Ribbon Panel on Post-

secondary Education Financial Sustainability:

2. Review the Ontario Student Assistance Program 

(OSAP) assessment processes and policies to increase 

grants for low-income students.9

From the year 2000 to 2015, an average of approximately 

35% of Ontario college students owed debt through OSAP at 

the time of their graduation.10 While the average debt owed 

by college debtors in Ontario has remained relatively stable 

at approximately $15,100, the ability of students to pay off 

this remaining debt has diminished over time, as college 

students in 2015 had, on average, an additional 12% more 

debt to pay off than students in the year 2000.11

Additionally, in 2018, student debt contributed to more than 17% 
of all insolvencies in Ontario, with this problem only growing 
in the years since the changes to OSAP in 2019.12 Previous 
changes to OSAP in 2017 sought to reduce the overreliance on 
loans and increase grant ratios, with only 11% of OSAP fund 
disbursement in the program’s final year being repayable 
loans before being reverted back to primarily loans.13 

OSAP, in many instances, has become a primary means for 
students accessing a post-secondary education, but college 
tuition rates have risen more than 400% since 1993,14 forcing 
students to take out greater loan amounts to pursue their 
education. The current model places a heavy burden on 
students, many of whom live below the poverty line as 
is, including up to 87.4% of Conestoga students15. Absent 
a revision to grants over loans, OSAP’s loan program will 
only continue to create debtors, not graduates. Reviewing 
OSAP’s current assessment processes and policies to increase 
grants for low-income students will help increase access to 
post-secondary and further stimulate Ontario’s economy.16
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Ontario communities with post-secondary institutions are 
commonly finding their student populations competing for 
the local rental housing supply. As enrollment in Ontario 
post-secondary institutions increases with an influx of 
international students,17 and Ontario remains in a housing 
shortage,18 the availability of affordable, community, and 
on-campus student housing has quickly evaporated.19 As 
post-secondary institutions continue to be denied funding 
from higher levels of government, the housing crisis in these 
communities will only continue to get more desperate – 
particularly as they are implicitly encouraged and forced to 
increase international enrolment exponentially. On-campus 
PBSAs have been shown to bring a myriad of benefits to 
institutions and students, such as improving recruitment 
efforts, supporting and creating student belonging, improving 
utilization and access of campus facilities and support 
services, improving academic performance and success, 
creating new revenue streams, and increasing economic 
impact for local communities.20 Therefore, the Government 

of Ontario should:

3. Create funding opportunities for non-profits, co-
operatives, and post-secondary institutions to increase the 
supply of purpose-built student accommodations (PBSAs) 
to address the ongoing and increasing housing crisis. 

In 2018, the Government of British Columbia introduced 

a program that shields themselves from long-term debt 

in financing housing supply while allowing educational 

institutions to take long-term loans on funds earmarked for 

housing supply, creating a buffer between the immediate 

costs of building housing and the institutions that build.21 

Building Housing: Increasing the Housing 
Supply Through Purpose-Built Student
Accommodations (PBSAs)

This was a component of their Homes for B.C. initiative, called 

the B.C. Student Housing Loan Program. This program created 

a “$450 million student-housing investment which will now 

allow public post-secondary institutions to borrow directly 

from the province to help finance an estimated 5,000 new 

on-campus student housing units, which previously was not 

permitted.”22 This program expanded the on-campus housing 

capacity of institutions like the University of Victoria by 25%, 

translating into an additional 620 student beds, and is part 

of the government’s long-term strategy to address affordable 

housing.23 Through its success, the Government of British 

Columbia introduced an additional $575 million over three 

years in its 2023 budget to continue increasing affordable 

student housing availability.24

B.C.’s program demonstrates how post-secondary institutions 
can help address the competition for housing supply between 
their enrollment and the local community with provincial support, 
while also taking advantage of all the positive benefits for 
institutions and students PBSAs bring with them. CSI believes 
this funding model could be expanded to include non-profit 
and co-operatives organizations  that have the capacity to 
participate to increase the available partners to develop 
affordable housing and could increase the speed at which 
housing supply is made available. Therefore, the Government 
of Ontario should create funding opportunities for non-profits, 
co-operatives, and post-secondary institutions to increase 
the supply of purpose-built student accommodations and 
assist in meeting the province’s goals of building 1.5 million 

homes by 2031.25 



2 0 24  O N TA R I O  P R E - B U D G E T  S U B M I S S I O N 07

26   Jasmin Bhawra, Sharon I. Kirkpatrick, and David Hammond, “Food Insecurity among Canadian Youth and 
Young Adults: Insights from the Canada Food Study,” Canadian Journal of Public Health = Revue Canadienne 
de Santé Publique 112, no. 4 (February 23, 2021): 664, https://doi.org/10.17269/s41997-020-00469-1.

27   Meal Exchange. (2021). 2021 National Student Food Insecurity Report. 5. Retrieved from: www.mealexchange.
com/resources

28   Hannah Baillie, “Accessibility and Affordability: The Status of Student Food Insecurity in Canada,” The Sandbox 
Project, June 8, 2022, https://sandboxproject.ca/the-ycrh-blog/2022/5/31/accessibility-and-affordability-
the-status-of-student-food-insecurity-in-canada.

29   CSI Food Insecurity Report, forthcoming..
30   This represents hampers distributed Sept 2019 to March 16, 2020 as the food bank closed from March to 

August 2020 due to COVID-19.
31   Samwelyn Rubi, email to author, May 4, 2023.
32   SNAP Program Brief Overview, 2023.
33   Fei Men, Marcelo L. Urquia, and Valerie Tarasuk, “The Role of Provincial Social Policies and Economic 

Environments in Shaping Food Insecurity among Canadian Families with Children,” Preventive Medicine 
148 (July 1, 2021): 2, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2021.106558.

34   Men et al., “The role of provincial social policies in shaping food insecurity” 2.
35   Men et al., “The role of provincial social policies in shaping food insecurity” 7.
36   CBC News. “Living Wage in Waterloo Region, Guelph a Positive Increase but Still Tough to Get by, Says 

Financial Adviser | CBC News,” November 20, 2022. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/kitchener-waterloo/
living-wage-kitchener-1.6656328.

37   Ontario. “Minimum Wage | Your Guide to the Employment Standards Act | Ontario.Ca.” Minimum Wage, 
March 31, 2023. http://www.ontario.ca/document/your-guide-employment-standards-act-0/minimum-wage.

38   Sean Boynton, and Craig Lord. “Grocery CEOs Defend ‘Reasonable Profitability’ in Grilling over Soaring 
Food Costs - National | Globalnews.Ca,” April 18, 2023. https://globalnews.ca/news/9534180/food-prices-
canada-grocery-ceos-inflation/.

39   Kim Wilhelm. “People Are Accessing Waterloo Region Emergency Food Support at Record-Breaking 
Numbers.” Waterloo Chronicle, April 27, 2023. https://www.waterloochronicle.ca/opinion/people-are-
accessing-waterloo-region-emergency-food-support-at-record-breaking-numbers/article_7041d7bd-
a09e-59ce-9c96-4623ce32957f.html.

Food insecurity has been on the rise in Canada: in 2014, 
over 1 in 10 households were experiencing some level 
of food insecurity,26 and by May 2020, this rose to 1 in 7 
households.27 However, food insecurity is not felt equally. In 
Fall 2021, almost 60% of post-secondary students in Canada 
reported facing food insecurity,28 and as of the Winter 2023 
semester, 90% of Conestoga students reported they were 
experiencing some level of food insecurity, significantly higher 
than national and post-secondary averages.29 CSI’s Student 
Nutritional Access Program (SNAP) has been combatting 
food security on-campus for over 25 years however, CSI has 
seen the number of applications to the program increase 
dramatically: 1,068 in 2019-2020,30 1,477 in 2020-21, and 
2,570 in 2021-22, representing approximately a 3% increase 
each year after controlling for enrollment.31 This has further 
increased the SNAP program’s usage, serving approximately 
1,200 students per month and climbing.32 Therefore, the 

Government of Ontario should: 

4. Make targeted investments and policy changes 
that reduce financial barriers for students to address 
the root cause of food insecurity: financial insecurity. 
This includes but is not limited to, ensuring that social 
program disbursements (OSAP, ODSP, Ontario Works, 
etc.) reflect the current cost of living, that minimum 
wage is a livable wage, that institutions are not primarily 
reliant on tuition revenues, and that affordable housing 
is available for students.

Food insecurity is closely linked to financial resources, 
meaning that those with higher incomes and more financial 
assets are less likely to be food insecure.33 Various studies 
have examined the connection between homeownership 

Ensuring Sustenance: Improving Student 
Success through Food Security 

and food security, meaning that the rising cost of rent and 
homes is likely to contribute to the increasing rates of food 
insecurity.34 In addition to housing costs, financial resources, 
such as wages, play a key role in mitigating food insecurity.35  
In Waterloo Region, the liveable wage for a full-time worker is 
almost $20/hour;36 however, the minimum wage in Ontario is 
$16.55.37 While the minimum wage is now controlled for CPI, 
it lags behind a livable wage. For many students, working 
part-time on a below-livable wage means prioritizing some 
essentials over others. Additionally, food inflation has been 
on the rise.38 This means that students’ financial resources 
are being stretched while the income students make remains 
below what is livable. Local food banks have seen a drastic 
increase in the number of people accessing them, including 
Waterloo Region where a collective of food banks saw an 
89% increase in households and a 46% increase in individuals 
accessing food banks in 2023, compared to 2022.39 
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Food insecurity’s impact on a student’s quality of life 

and academic success can be both vast and detrimental. 

Food insecurity and poor nutrition can increase the risk of 

numerous diet-focused chronic illnesses40 and increase the 

severity of said illnesses.41 Food insecurity has also been 

documented to increase the risk and severity of numerous 

mental health problems,42 higher life stress and lower life 

satisfaction in general, and a lower sense of belonging in 

their communities.43 Regarding academic consequences, 

those experiencing food insecurity are more likely to be 

unable to concentrate during class or an exam, are more 

likely to fail or withdraw from a course,44 and more likely 

to have a lower GPA (which can often limit them from 

accessing merit-based funding), leading to lower retention 

and completion rates.45

Often, students try to address their food insecurity by deferring 

other payments, usually related to their education, such 

as not buying textbooks, necessary technology, etc., or by 

compromising on the quality and/or quantity of food; and 

buying food on credit.46 Many of these strategies focus on 

not necessarily reducing food insecurity, but on delaying it. 

The majority of current efforts to address food insecurity 

across Canada use a charity-based model, as seen through 

food banks, soup kitchens, etc. These models require 

individuals to seek out help themselves, and can often be 

stigmatizing. Additionally, research has shown that not 

all those who are food insecure seek out food banks for 

assistance, due to a variety of reasons, such as stigma or 

believing others need it more.47

“
To truly address the root of 
food insecurity, short-term, 

symptom-focused approaches 
will not work. When someone 
with a broken leg goes to the 

hospital, doctors don’t just give 
them pain meds and send them 

on their way – they focus on 
the root cause, and efforts to 
address food insecurity need 
to do just that as well through 

targeted investments and 
policy changes that reduce 

financial barriers for students.

”
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For many people living in Ontario, including students, there 

are limited transit options for underserved communities 

and an absence of convenient or affordable means of 

transportation between municipalities beyond the Greater 

Golden Horseshoe.48 There is currently no transit service 

that operates routes along the Grand River corridor, leaving 

Conestoga College students who wish to travel between 

campus locations in Guelph, Brantford, and Waterloo Region 

without a means of mass transit.49 This is problematic for 

the 67.7% of students who do not have access to a personal 

vehicle and rely on public transit as their primary mode of 

transportation as they are ultimately rendered immobile 

without this access.50 Therefore, CSI recommends the 

Government of Ontario: 

5. Invest in public transportation projects that improve 

municipal and regional interconnectivity in the Grand 

River Watershed and beyond with an integrated payment 

method such as Presto.

Currently, for a student to commute between Brantford and 

Waterloo using the available public transportation options, 

it takes anywhere from 3.5 – 4.5 hours each way,51 while 

driving a personal vehicle only takes one hour.52 This is the 

shared experience by all in these communities trying to travel 

throughout the Grand River Watershed. The value of a public 

system of interregional transit between the municipalities that 

make up Conestoga College’s major campus goes beyond 

the impacts for just students. The benefits to public welfare 

would permit the movement of those without employment 

Enhancing Interregional Transportation for 
Seamless Regional Connectivity 

or sustainable income sources to seek out employment 

beyond their own municipality; inversely, employers could 

expand their pool of potential hires, a move that benefits both 

labour and business. More comprehensive public transit is 

also key to addressing the housing crisis, as new and more 

efficient routes allow people to expand their housing search 

while knowing that they can still access work, school, and 

other necessities. Additionally, the movement of people 

into public transit, and away from single-vehicle use has 

enormous benefits for the environment, reducing smog, 

congestion and more.53

The call for improving interregional transportation is shared 

across a variety of stakeholders, from local governments 

such as the City of Brantford and the Region of Waterloo 

that are seeking the introduction or improvement of GO Train 

services,54, 55 to Unions representing transit workers and 

students in these communities,56 to Chambers of Commerce 

across Ontario seeing the need to seamlessly connect all 

Ontarians.57, 58 There is clear local cross-sector support for 

improvements to interregional transportation. Connecting the 

Grand River Watershed communities to each other and beyond 

is essential to support education, employers, employees, 

and the environment making it necessary for the Government 

of Ontario to invest in public transportation projects that 

improve municipal and regional interconnectivity in the 

Grand River Watershed and Greater Golden Horseshoe, 

while expanding integrations of PRESTO with other transit 

agencies in Ontario.



IN CONCLUSION 

&

FO R  M O R E  I N FO R M ATI O N :

Through this submission, we have outlined key recommendations aimed at fostering a robust 
and sustainable post-secondary sector that empowers students and contributes to the overall 
prosperity of Ontario. These recommendations are a holistic approach to solidifying the 
foundations of Ontario’s post-secondary education system, ensuring financial sustainability, 
accessibility, and overall well-being for students. CSI stands committed to collaborating with 
the Government of Ontario to implement these measures and collectively shape a brighter 
future to make Ontario a destination for people to live, work, invest, and raise a family.
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