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January 25, 2023

Hon. Gordon S. Wyant

Minister of Advanced Education
Government of Saskatchewan
2010 12* Avenue

Regina, Saskatchewan

S4P OM3
minister.ae@gov.sk.ca

Dear Minister Wyant,

Re. Current Financial Situation of Post-Secondary Education in
Saskatchewan and Ability of the Sector to Advance Sustainable
Development

We are writing in response to the difficult financial situation currently facing Post-Secondary
Education in Saskatchewan. By way of background, RCE Saskatchewan is a Regional Centre
of Expertise (RCE) on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) acknowledged by the UN
University in 2007.* Our RCE brings together scholars and community practitioners
dedicated to researching and advancing ESD. To be an RCE, the UN University requires each
RCE to have at least one Higher Education partner. We have been fortunate to have had the
University of Saskatchewan, University of Regina, and Saskatchewan Polytechnic as founding
partners since the RCE’s inception in 2007 along with First Nations University of Canada,
Luther College, and Campion College and the participation of two regional colleges.

RCEs are premised on the central role Higher Education Institutions play in moving regions to
a sustainable future. This is due, in part, to their capacities for innovation, their scholarly
freedom to pursue ESD in a wide range of areas, and the value of place-based innovation
working with diverse types of organizations and partners. RCEs help unite and mobilize the
wealth of knowledge held by the Post-Secondary Education sector with the scholarly efforts

L'UN University, “RCE Vision and Mission,” available from: https://www.rcenetwork.org/portal/rce-vision-and-mission.
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of sustainability practitioners in communities to create regionally appropriate sustainability
solutions. At the same time, we collaborate with other RCEs globally under various
frameworks. The 180 RCEs currently in existence around the world are instrumental in
advancing UNESCQO’s ESD for 2030 Agenda and the UN’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals
to which Canada is committed.? From our perspective, Saskatchewan is well placed to be a
global leader in sustainable development.

RCE Saskatchewan appreciates the Government of Saskatchewan’s efforts to provide stable
funding for Post-Secondary Education during times of financial and organizational turbulence
in the sector. We are concerned, however, that the conditions under which the “Multi-Year
Funding Investment for Post-Secondary Education” was initially framed, understood and
accepted by the provincial legislature in April 2021,% have now altered dramatically; most of
the changes that have occurred have been beyond the control of Post-Secondary Education
organizations themselves. With these changed circumstances, the intent of the
Government’s Multi-Year Funding Investment to provide stability for the Post-Secondary
Education sector has been substantially undermined. This requires, in our view, additional
investments by the Province to address current shortfalls. The following conditions have
eroded financial stability of the Post-Secondary Education sector in Saskatchewan:

e The Province’s baseline funding was premised on a history of low inflation. During the
early part of the pandemic there was a very low inflation rate. The Saskatchewan CPI
on all items from December 2019 to 2020 was a mere 0.9%. However, from December
2020 to 2021 the inflation rate had already increased to 3.5%, and over the past year
(December 2021 to December 2022) it is now standing at 6.7%.* An inflation rate of
this magnitude has already meant extensive budget shortfalls and cost-cutting for
Post-Secondary Education and the continuation of the agreement for the remainder of
the 4-year agreement would have serious adverse consequences. This does not
provide the stability the Ministry of Advanced Education and the Province’s legislators
intended when the agreement was made in April of 2021.

e With a lack of base budget increases, even without a high inflation rate, Post-
Secondary Education has attempted to meet revenue shortfalls by increasing
enrolments. However, international student enrolment increases were dramatically
curtailed during the Covid-19 Pandemic while the ability to recover this enrolment has
been hampered by a relatively low rate of student visa approvals in Saskatchewan,
especially when compared with other jurisdictions in Canada. On the other hand,
student learning has been impaired by the pandemic and many students are taking
fewer credit hours per semester to cope with this situation. Student finances are also

2See UNESCO, “Education for Sustainable Development for 2030 Toolbox”. Available from
https://en.unesco.org/themes/education-sustainable-development/toolbox; see also UN, “Sustainable
Development Goals: 17 Goals to Transform Our World.” Available from:
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/.

3See Government of Saskatchewan, “Saskatchewan Delivers Multi-Year Funding Investment for Post-Sec-
ondary Education.” April 21, 2021. Available from: https://www.saskatchewan.ca/government/news-and-
media/2021/april/21/saskatchewan-delivers-multi-year-funding-investment-for-post-secondary-education
* Statistics Canada. “Consumer Price Index by product group, monthly, percentage change, not seasonally
adjusted [Saskatchewan].” Table 18-10-0004013. Released Jan. 17, 2023. https://www.statcan.gc.ca/en/
start
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squeezed from inflationary pressures they face, with student wages tending not to
keep up with inflation rates. At the same time, household savings for many students
have been harmed by drops in the stock market. This has also impaired university
funding and student supports that have relied on these traditional forms of investment
(such as scholarships and bursaries).

e At the same time, the Saskatchewan economy has done very well with a boom in
commodity prices. The predicted nominal GDP growth in Saskatchewan in 2022 is
17.5%> while the Conference Board of Canada predicts real GDP growth for
Saskatchewan at 6.8%, with an additional 3.6% real growth in 2023, and 2.6% in
2024).° However, as university enrolments are counter-cyclical to the economy (i.e.
lower unemployment reduces university enrollments and vice-versa) this has further
impaired revenue streams from domestic students.

¢ Finally, with the uncertainty of Covid-19, universities were unable to predict the impact
on student enrolment of early or late returns to in-class teaching. The University of
Regina took a more cautious stance, with a delayed full-return to in-person teaching
which had a negative impact on its enrolments.

This dramatic cost/revenue squeeze is, as your Ministry is likely aware, harming the financial
position of the province’s universities. At the same time, the financial circumstances of the
Province of Saskatchewan (which counselled financial restraint by the Legislature in 2021
when the 4-year agreement was made) have also dramatically changed. Unlike the Post-
Secondary Education sector, provincial government revenues are now projected to show a
$1.1 billion surplus in its mid-year fiscal update having projected a deficit of $463 million in
the March budget.’” This financial shift of over $1.5 billion means that the Province has ample
fiscal capacity to manage shortfalls in the Post-Secondary Education sector over the next few
years while the Post-Secondary Education sector recalibrates its activities to address the
long-term effects of the Covid-19 pandemic disrupting the Post-Secondary Education sector.

RCE Saskatchewan is confident that this rebound can occur with improvement in domestic
student registrations anticipated in the mid-term (3 years) and the ability to increase growing
numbers of international students. However, this increase will be impaired (if not nullified) if
Saskatchewan’s Post-Secondary Education reputation is damaged due to unprecedented
program and staff cuts by one or more Post-Secondary Education institutions—especially at a
time when the province’s revenues are in surplus to such a degree.

The importance and success of a Saskatchewan Provincial Government back-filling budget

> Government of Saskatchewan Ministry of Finance. 2022-23 Mid-Year Report. November 29, 2022. p. 3.
®The Conference Board of Canada. “Saskatchewan and Alberta poised to lead growth in Canada in coming
years.” December 1, 2022. Available from: https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/
2022/12/01/2566197/0/en/Saskatchewan-and-Alberta-poised-to-lead-growth-in-Canada-in-coming-
years.html

"Government of Saskatchewan. “Saskatchewan’s Finances on Track at Mid-Year.” Nov. 29, 2022. Available
from: https://www.saskatchewan.ca/government/news-and-media/2022/november/29/saskatchewans-fi-
nances-on-track-at-mid-year; Government of Saskatchewan. Saskatchewan Provincial Budget 2022-2023.
p. 6. https://www.saskatchewan.ca/government/budget-planning-and-reporting/budget-2022-23/budget-
documents
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shortfalls for Post-Secondary Education under circumstances beyond its control has an
important historic precedent. When in 1995 the federal Liberal government abandoned
federal financing of post-secondary education under Paul Martin, there were massive cuts to
the Post-Secondary Education sector across Canada.® These cuts were not anticipated nor
were they due to the activities of the Post-Secondary Education sector itself. While
universities across Canada were thrown into turmoil and forced to turn inward struggling
financially for several years, the Province of Saskatchewan wisely chose to fully back-fill
these cuts. Not only did this mean Saskatchewan universities were able to competitively
advance relative to other jurisdictions, but they were also able to look beyond their
campuses and collaborate. Within 3 years, the Saskatchewan Institute of Public Policy, a joint
venture of the University of Saskatchewan, the University of Regina, and the Government of
Saskatchewan,® had been formed to provide non-partisan public policy research. This
collaborative innovation continued with the Johnson Shoyama Graduate School of Public
Policy, established in 2007,° along with RCE Saskatchewan established in the same year.

RCE Saskatchewan believes that this is a critical moment for Saskatchewan’s post-secondary
institutions to shine in collaboratively providing the needed innovation for Saskatchewan to
have a sustainable and prosperous future and to make the vision of a Sustainable
Saskatchewan a reality. Significant global pressures and constraints, including those of
Climate Change, also mean that we have a narrow window within which to innovate in a
number of areas. This means that we cannot risk impairing our Post-Secondary Education
sector at this critical time. Creative efforts in universities, colleges, and technical institutes
occur under conditions of predictable financing and resource stability. At the same time
Saskatchewan’s university partners, including its federated colleges, will also be adversely
impacted by inadequate provincial support for its state universities.

It is important to note how the current financial situation is likely to seriously impair the
sustainability efforts of Saskatchewan’s Post-Secondary Education sector if not addressed:

e Each Post-Secondary Education organization has developed its own educational niches
in meeting the needs of Saskatchewan’s students and citizenry while appealing to a
growing global population of learners. Failure of one or more of these institutions will
mean that the ability of specific sectors and communities to move to a sustainable
future is undermined.

e The reputation of Post-Secondary Education in Saskatchewan is tied increasingly to
sustainability metrics in Higher Education. The importance of these has only grown
with greater student choice and competition due to the growth in distance learning
during the pandemic and student mobility since. The University of Saskatchewan,
University of Regina, and Saskatchewan Polytechnic have all made substantial
commitments structurally to sustainable development in their recent planning, but

8 “Paul Martin and the 40 Per Cent Solution.” CAUT Bulletin October, 1996. Available from: https://bulletin-
archives.caut.ca/bulletin/articles/1996/10/paul-martin-and-the-40-per-cent-solution

°® Marchildon, Gregory P. “Saskatchewan Institute of Public Policy”. In The Encyclopedia of Saskatchewan.
University of Regina: Canadian Plains Research Center, 2006. Available from: https://esask.uregina.ca/en-
try/saskatchewan_institute of public_policy.jsp

10 https://www.schoolofpublicpolicy.sk.ca/about-us/our-story.php#Foundedonalegacyofinnovation
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these advances will be delayed with lack of adequate resourcing.

To be workable, sustainable development solutions need to be appropriate to local
economic conditions, cultures, historic production patterns, and ecological contexts.
Saskatchewan Post-Secondary Education institutions know the Saskatchewan context
well and can customize solutions that are workable here. A weak Saskatchewan Post-
Secondary Education sector at this time means that there is no ready replacement for
this source of innovation.

The ability to create on campus and community centred “living laboratories” for
sustainable development normally requires initial small investments. However, during
periods of cutbacks, funds to engage communities will be the first to go as they are
not essential to organizational structures. This creates a larger net cost as these small
investments leverage much larger funding over time once local issues and possible
solutions are identified (for example, a small investment of $5000 to $10,000 in an
academic context can leverage funding from national Tri-Council sources of well over
10X these amounts).

The Post-Secondary Education sector also needs to retain its international connectivity
to other scholars, sectors, and regions advancing sustainability. However, an inability
to maintain basic memberships in national and global academic associations,
especially those focused on sustainability, impairs the continued participation of
faculty, staff, and students in this cutting edge applied research.

Research in sustainability typically requires considerable interdisciplinary collaboration
both within universities as well as off-campus collaboration with other Post-Secondary
Education organizations, sectors (business, government, NGOs), and communities. The
pending cutbacks, however, will create tension between faculties and units that will
impair this needed collaboration. Under such circumstances individual faculty are also
less likely to focus their research efforts on Saskatchewan if the financial sustainability
of their own Post-Secondary institution is in question, with top researchers and
younger researchers seeking posts elsewhere.

Sustainable development solutions also mean greater organizational self-sufficiency
over the long term. If the Government is wanting to reduce the dependency of Post-
Secondary Education on public funding, the kinds of innovations needed for
sustainable development are precisely those that will reduce this dependency. At the
same time the financial success of Post-Secondary Education also provides continued
stable economic benefits to the communities in which they reside, being significant
employers within those communities, in turn, making these communities more
resilient.

The Government of Saskatchewan has important growth goals with respect to
population. Post-Secondary Education organizations are both a primary way of keeping
Saskatchewan residents in Saskatchewan for the long term while also attracting global
talent to pursue degrees in Saskatchewan and later remain here. Robust support for



Post-Secondary Education in the Province will attract students and families to
Saskatchewan. Ongoing cuts to staff and programming will undermine international
enrolments and have Saskatchewan residents pursuing studies and livelihoods
elsewhere.

e The Government of Saskatchewan has ambitious economic goals that must appeal to
global firms. These firms are increasingly committed to making Environmental, Social,
and Governance (ESG) investments as part of their governance structures. These ESG
companies are unable to do so where there is a general lack of knowledgeable and
qualified management and labour to handle such investments. Our Post-Secondary
Education sector provides the talent needed to attract these investments.

In conclusion, Post-Secondary Education institutions in Saskatchewan have worked
collaboratively with one another and with the Provincial Government to advance many of the
Government'’s priorities. These good working relationships are an important form of social
capital that is central to advancing long-term sustainability strategies in the province. Much
of the success for university internal and external collaboration, however, relies on whole-of-
university approaches to sustainable development which will not be possible in an
environment of instability, cutbacks, and fear. The Government of Saskatchewan has an
opportunity to provide the funding needed to give Post-Secondary Education a chance to
succeed in an adverse financial environment that has not been of its own making. Students
themselves have also undergone considerable educational hardship in recent years and it is
unfair to place inordinate burdens on those citizens who will be building Saskatchewan’s
future.

In light of the above we strongly recommend that:

(1) the Government of Saskatchewan consider using a portion of its current
surplus to provide stable and adequate funding (minimally for the next 3 years) to
address the shortfalls in revenues and increased costs that Saskatchewan’s Post-
Secondary Education sector has faced in recent years (and that has made the
current 4-year funding agreement unworkable for the purposes for which it was
negotiated).

(2) The Government of Saskatchewan provide funding to particular Post-
Secondary Education organizations whose special financial circumstances warrant
differential treatment in order to keep the entire Post-Secondary Education sector
financially strong and stable.

We look forward to hearing your response to our concerns and want to thank you for
considering our request. RCE Saskatchewan shares the Province’s desire to keep
Saskatchewan’s universities, technical institutes, and colleges not only viable but thriving
institutions now and in the years ahead. Their innovation and educational work are vital to
dealing with the pressing economic, social, and ecological issues facing the province. As an
RCE we will share this letter and any updates with our RCE membership in Saskatchewan as
well as our colleagues at the United Nations University in Tokyo. If there is any way we can



be of assistance in this matter, please let us know.

Best wishes,

Dr. Roger Petry, Co-coordinator Margret Asmuss, Co-coordinator
RCE Saskatchewan (www.saskrce.ca) RCE Saskatchewan (www.saskrce.ca)
roger.petry@uregina.ca msasmuss@sasktel.net
306-585-5295 306-654-2075

ccC. Hon. Scott Moe, Premier of Saskatchewan

Hon. Carla Beck, Leader of the Official Opposition

Hon. Donna Harpauer, Minister of Finance

Hon. Jennifer Bowes, Advanced Education Critic

Hon. Trent Wotherspoon, Finance Critic

Dr. Philip Vaughter, Research Fellow, United Nations University Institute for
the Advanced Study of Sustainability (UNU-IAS)

RCE Saskatchewan Partners and Members
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