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About Students Nova Scotia (StudentsNS)
StudentsNS is a nonprofit and nonpartisan alliance of Nova Scotia post-secondary student associations. We give 
20,000 students a united voice in Nova Scotia, helping set the direction of post-secondary education by 
researching challenges, identifying solutions, and bringing student recommendations directly to government. 

The Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
The MOU is an agreement signed between the Province of Nova Scotia and Nova Scotia Universities. It sets 
the fundamental direction of post-secondary education in the province by determining public funding levels, 
system priorities, tuition and fee policies, transparency and accountability mechanisms, and educational and 
quality measures. According to former Labour and Advanced Education Minister Kelly Regan, the Memorandum 
of Understanding “gives the government teeth to ensure better accountability and transparency”1 . As an official 
agreement, the MOU’s purpose is to offer direction and hold universities accountable through specific measures, 
provide stable funding, and ensure quality education and student success is prioritized. The following is 
StudentsNS’ analysis of the current agreement, and our recommendations to ensure that the 2019-2024 
Memorandum of Understanding improves the accessibility, affordability, quality, and role of the student voice in 
our post-secondary system. 

The 2015-2019 MOU
The existing MOU was signed in 2015 and expires March 31, 2019. As the current agreement sunsets and 
negotiations for a new MOU begin, government, administrators, and students are analyzing the strengths and 
weaknesses of the previous agreement to set the foundations for the new MOU. Despite the fact that negotiations 
for the 2019-2024 MOU have already begun, many universities are still scrambling to fulfil basic requirements laid 
out for them in the current agreement. For students studying at universities in Nova Scotia, the existing MOU 
contains several strengths, yet many critical flaws. 

__________
 1 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/universities-nova-scotia-mou-1.3649515

Overview



Page 2Memorandum of Understanding: The Positive & Negative

The Positive
The main strength of the 2015-2019 MOU is the guarantee of annual funding increases 2 to universities. 
Providing universities work toward the objectives of the MOU, they receive 1% increases in funding to 
their base operating grants from government. This guarantee helps alleviate concerns at institutions about the 
predictability of public funding. However, the rate of 1% is not enough to address the growing sustainability issues 
facing universities across the province. This impacts the quality of education and results in institutions passing 
costs off to students. 

The Negative
The 2015-2019 MOU included numerous sections that if enforced, would be beneficial for students. It states 
that tuition policies should “maintain accessibility for Nova Scotia students” 3 , requires universities to adopt 
stand-alone sexual violence policies 4, and throughout makes numerous guarantees of student consultation 5. 
Despite the good intentions behind these measures, they largely fail. The tuition section contains a loophole 
that impairs accessibility, universities are still developing standalone sexual violence policies mere months before 
the MOU expires, and throughout the timeline of this agreement students have never felt that they have been 
adequately consulted. 

The tuition policy of the current MOU limits tuition increases for Nova Scotia residents at 3% each year, 
however does not limit increases for out of province or international students. Most atrociously, it includes a 
loophole that permits universities to make large one-time increases to tuition based on “market adjustments” 6. 
This is not predictable nor accessible for students, and as a result Nova Scotia has the second highest 
tuition in Canada and recently experienced the largest percentage increase in tuition for the 2017/18 year 
of any province at 5.5% 7. These large tuition increases are forcing many students to make difficult day-to-day 
decisions such as choosing between buying textbooks or groceries, and are a driving factor behind Nova Scotia 
students having the highest levels of student debt in the country 8.

Finally, the current MOU lacks any real accountability mechanisms. In theory, the government could withhold the 
1% funding increase from universities if they are not abiding by the terms of the MOU. However, the reality is 
that government lacks any real way of determining whether an institution is in violation of the MOU or 
not. Examples of this include the frustration of students over inconsistent consultation and the delayed 
action taken by universities in developing standalone sexual violence policies. At some institutions, students 
were only informed of proposed tuition increases during regular Board of Governor meetings, whereas at others, 
administrators presented and engaged with student leaders through their elected councils. When student leaders 
brought concerns to government that administrators were violating the terms of the MOU, accountability measures 
were not transparent, which frustrated students. Despite being mandated to create standalone sexual violence 
policies since 2015, many universities did not even begin the development of these policies until the final year of 
the agreement.
__________
 2 https://novascotia.ca/lae/pubs/docs/MOU-2015-2019.pdf
 3 IBID.
 4 IBID.
 5 IBID.
 6 IBID
 7 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3710004501
 8 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=3710003601
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Tuition Policy: Predictable for Students, Fair for Universities
The failure of the current MOU’s tuition policy has left Nova Scotia with the second highest tuition rates in Canada, and 
year after year our students experience the highest average tuition increases across the country. It is imperative that 
tuition policy in the 2019-2024 MOU provide predictability for students and prioritize the accessibility and affordability 
of post-secondary education. It must also provide protection from large tuition increases for all students, regardless of level 
of study or background. 

Predictable tuition enables students to better plan for the cost of their education. When combined with a strong 
financial aid system, tuition policy that is predictable creates an environment that stimulates enrolment in post-secondary 
from underrepresented groups and students from diverse financial backgrounds.

To this end, StudentsNS recommends the following for the 2019-2024 MOU:

• Annual tuition increases for undergraduate, graduate, and professional programs be capped at the 
 provincial rate of inflation using the consumer price index (CPI), which for 2017 was 1.1% 9.
 - This cap should apply to domestic, out-of-province students, and international students in the 
  cohort system. 
• International student tuition be regulated using a cohort system. This system guarantees each 
 incoming class of international students’ tuition rate remains the same throughout their years 
 of study, increasing only by CPI. However, the tuition rate can vary for each new class of international
 students beginning their studies. 
 - This cohort system would ensure international students beginning studies in Nova Scotia would 
  not see their tuition increase beyond CPI for the duration of their degree, providing predictability 
  and preventing large increases.
 - Different cohorts of international students beginning their studies in the years following could have 
  differing tuition rates, however would not see increases beyond CPI during their degree. 
• Under no circumstances should loopholes exist which would allow tuition increases beyond the 
 rate of CPI, such as the “market adjustment” clause found in the current MOU.

Combined, these tuition regulations ensure predictability for students by allowing them to better plan for the cost 
of their education, protects all students from unexpected and unfair tuition increases, and provides universities 
with increased revenues by allowing tuition increases tied to the rate of inflation.

__________
 9 https://novascotia.ca/finance/statistics/topic.asp?fto=21u

Student Recommendations 
for the 2019-2024 MOU
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Student Consultation & Institutional Accountability: Meaningful, Thorough, and Transparent
The many guarantees of student consultation in the current MOU are interpreted and implemented inconsistently across 
individual institutions, which results in sparse and inadequate consultation on topics such as tuition, sexual violence policies, 
and fees. Students are the primary shareholders at our universities, and should play a meaningful role in university decision 
making processes. The 2019-2024 MOU needs to clearly define student consultation and establish specific expectations 
and guidelines to ensure that students at every university in Nova Scotia are adequately consulted and involved in university 
decisions.

To accomplish this, StudentsNS recommends the following for the 2019-2024 MOU:

• Specifically define student consultation and the role it plays in university decision making processes. 
 - Set expectations and guidelines for meaningful and thorough consultation with students. 
• Mandate universities to work in collaboration with their student associations to develop consultation  
 agreements which provide specific processes and timelines for consultation. 
 - These consultation agreements should cover student participation in university decision making  
  processes and committees, and create formal mechanisms for student consultation for any fee 
  increases. 
 - Existing consultation agreements between universities and student associations should be 
  updated to reflect the updated consultation standards in the new MOU.
• Require universities to hold a student referendum in order to create any new fee. The referendum 
 must receive a majority of student support in order to introduce the new fee. 
 - This ensures students see value in any new proposed fees, and provides universities with the 
  flexibility to work collaboratively with student associations to pass new fees. 
• Create an annual review process to determine whether institutions are meeting the criteria of the  
 MOU. This review should include students, administration and government, and will identify gaps 
 and provide recommendations for improvement regarding the standards of the MOU. 
 - Annually reviewing institutional progress will help ensure institutions are following the standards 
  of the MOU, and through collaboration will help to build trust between students, administrators, 
  and government.

Clearly defining student consultation and creating shared expectations and guidelines will ensure consistency 
in the way students are consulted from institution to institution. Requiring universities to develop consultation 
agreements with their student representatives fosters positive relationships and creates consultation processes 
that fit individual institutional needs.



Memorandum of Understanding: Funding & Deferred Maintenance Page 5

Public Funding and Deferred Maintenance: Sustainability and Accessibility for 
Nova Scotia’s Universities
The current  MOU provides universities with a 1% increase to their base operating grants each year of the agreement. 
While this provides consistent public funding for universities, 1% increases are not sufficient to keep pace with the rate of 
inflation nor to address institutional needs, which are estimated by our universities to increase by 3% each year. Due to 
insufficient funds, institutions have to forgo updating and repairing campus infrastructure in order to tackle more immediate 
concerns. Total accumulated deferred maintenance across Nova Scotia universities is more than 500 million dollars 10, 
with recent estimates as high as 800 million dollars. As classrooms, labs, libraries, and other facilities fall increasingly into 
disrepair, the quality of education and overall student experience is negatively impacted. 

Nova Scotia universities have a significantly older campus profile than our counterparts across the country. The average age 
of buildings on our campuses is 47 years old, and 67% of our buildings are older than 25 years 11. As the province of 
Nova Scotia seeks to be more inclusive of different demographics, we need to address issues of accessibility in post-sec-
ondary education. Our aging campus buildings are not accessible, and as a result, institutions need to update infrastructure in 
order to accommodate accessibility requirements and the diverse physical needs of our students.

Combined, a lack of funding and increasing deferred maintenance results in institutions passing these rising costs off to 
students through increasing tuition and other fees. The 2019-2024 MOU should include increased funding to universities 
through operating grants and specific funding to address deferred maintenance, thus improving the overall sustainability of 
our universities and offering students higher quality education.

To provide this, StudentsNS recommends the following for the 2019-2024 MOU:

• Increase university operating grants annually by 3% providing they meet the criteria of the MOU. 
• Invest $50 million annually into an infrastructure fund for institutions to address deferred 
 maintenance and improve accessibility on campuses. 
 - This funding should be equitably distributed between universities, and should prioritize projects 
  that improve the accessibility and quality of education on campuses. 

Increasing public funding and investing in campus infrastructure will provide long term sustainability for our 
universities. Ultimately, this will increase the quality of education and help to meet the diverse needs of students 
by allowing institutions to modernize campus infrastructure and create more accessible learning environments.

__________
 10 https://www.atlanticuniversities.ca/sites/default/files/documents/CONSUPReports/Universities%20-%20Partners%20for%20a%20Prosperous%20Nova%20Scotia_FINAL_
June20%2713.pdf
 11 https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi36caLrMfcAhVnUd8KHWA1B0QQFjACegQIAhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2F
www.caubo.ca%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2016%2F03%2FCAUBO_Deferred_Maintenance_2014.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1q1qlPgVZ5pqgiHOZ3b4cS
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Supporting Student Success: Key Priorities
The issues of Sexual Violence, Mental Health, Health Services, and Indigenization directly impact the everyday lives of our 
students. They should be prioritized by our universities to cultivate diverse, welcoming, and healthy campus environments 
and improve the overall quality of the student experience in Nova Scotia. When students feel supported in all aspects of their 
lives on campus, they are able to thrive personally, socially, and academically. By acting on these issues, universities send a 
strong message to students about the importance of well-rounded support mechanisms, and build trust amongst all parties.

To address these issues, StudentsNS recommends:

• Universities prioritize sexual violence prevention by:
 - Reviewing standalone sexual violence policies regularly with substantial student input.
 - Mandating all faculty and staff receive disclosure training, including knowledge of sexual violence 
  policies and resources on and off campus. 
 - Ensuring students and survivors have access to resources such as a Sexual Assault Nurse 
  Examiner and counsellors trained in this area. 
• Universities prioritize mental health on campus by:
 - Supporting students facing mental health challenges by providing greater access to counselors 
  and reducing wait times.
 - Updating academic accommodations policies so that they are sensitive and response to 
  mental health concerns.
• Universities prioritize student health by:
 - Increasing the availability of health professionals such as doctors and nurses on campus to 
  provide timely access to basic health services. 
• Universities prioritize indigenization by:
 - Creating campus task forces to implement the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: 
  Calls to Action.
 - Providing faculty, staff, and health/counselling services on-campus cultural competency training to  
  better understand the unique needs of indigenous students.
 - Developing more course/degree offerings related to indigenous knowledge, history, 
  and languages.
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The Memorandum of Understanding between the Province of Nova Scotia and our universities serves as a vital and powerful 
accountability mechanism, ensuring the quality and sustainability of our post-secondary education system. Given the 
significant contribution that universities and students provide the province, post-secondary education should be prioritized. 
By creating predictable tuition mechanisms, highlighting the student voice through meaningful consultation, and offering 
increased funding to institutions, Nova Scotia can continue to provide accessible, affordable, and high quality post-secondary 
education.

Tuition Policy
• Cap tuition increases for all students and programs by the rate of inflation.
• Protect international students by implementing a cohort system that guarantees their rate of 
 tuition for the duration of their degree. 
• Eliminate “market adjustments” and do not allow any other loopholes that would enable large 
 tuition increases. 

Student Consultation & Institutional Accountability
• Clearly define student consultation and the role it plays in university decision making processes.
• Mandate the creation of consultation agreements between universities and their student 
 associations.
• Require universities hold a student referendum in order to introduce any new fee.
• Create an annual review process to determine whether institutions are meeting the criteria of the  
 MOU. 

Public Funding & Deferred Maintenance
• Increase university operating grants by 3% annually providing institutions meet the criteria of the
 MOU.
• Invest $50 million annually into an infrastructure fund for universities to address rising deferred
 maintenance and accessibility challenges. 

Supporting Student Success
• Prioritize sexual violence prevention by reviewing standalone policies, mandating training for 
 faculty and staff, and providing resources for survivors on campus. 
• Prioritize campus mental health by providing greater access to counselors and updating academic
 accommodations policies. 
• Prioritize student health by increasing the availability of health professionals such as doctors and
 nurses on campus. 
• Prioritize indigenization by creating campus task forces, providing cultural competency training, 
 and developing more indigenous degree/course offerings. 

Summary of Recommendations 
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