
2023 Pre-Budget Consultation
Undergraduates of Canadian Research-Intensive 
Universities 

Undergraduates of Canadian Research-Intensive 
Universities is a coalition of student associations from 
across Canada. We represent over 270,000 students 
from nine U15 universities. We advocate for affordable, 
inclusive, and high-caliber undergraduate university 
education with opportunities for increased access to 
undergraduate research. 

The federal government needs to support the youth 
of today as they contribute to the future of Canada, its 
workforce, and its economy. We are pleased to present 
UCRU’s recommendations for the federal 2023 budget. 
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Summary of Recommendations

Student Financial Aid 

Permanently eliminate interest accruals on federal student loans by 
investing $551.3 million year over year
Invest in the Canada Student Grants such that the maximum 
receivable is permanently increased from $3,000 to $6,000.
Permanently increase the Repayment Assistance Plan threshold 
from $40,000 to 50,000.

•
•

•

Student Employment

Develop international student-specific streams within the framework 
of the Youth Employment and Skills Strategy and the Canada 
Summer Jobs program. 
Increase work-integrated learning opportunities for international 
and domestic students alike by reinvesting $239.8 million into the 
Student Work Placement Program. 
Amend the Canadian Experience Class (Express Entry) program 
such that international students are able to count part-time 
employment experience while they are full-time students towards 
their permanent residency.

•

•

•

Mental Health

Make targeted investments into student and youth-centric digital 
mental health initiatives by providing the provinces with matched 
investments.

•
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Student Financial Aid 

Recommendation 1: Permanently 
eliminate interest accruals on federal 
student loans by investing $551.3 
million year-over-year.

Recommendation 2: Invest in the 
Canada Student Grants such that the 
maximum receivable is permanently 
increased from $3,000 to $6,000. 

Recommendation 3: Increase the 
repayment assistance threshold for 
single Canada Student Loan borrowers 
from $40,000 to $50,000. 

The average post-secondary qualification in 
Canada costs approximately $26,000 over 
4 years.1 For many low-to-middle-income 
student borrowers, the interest they pay on 
top of the principal would create even further 
financial instability. This added interest debt 
in combination with a minimal focus on grant 
expansions has adverse impacts on the 
Canadian economy. 

During the 2022 federal election, the 
Liberal party committed to permanently 
eliminating interest in Canada Student Loans 
to support young Canadians pursuing post-
secondary education. This commitment 
would benefit over 1 million student loan 
borrowers, saving the average borrower 
over $3,000 throughout their loan.2 UCRU 
calls on the federal government to support 
young Canadians and their financial futures; 
investing in young people is investing in the 
Canadian workforce and economy. 

On top of the pre-existing issues of 
student loan interest rates, COVID-19 has 
exacerbated the need  for the federal 
government to provide increased grants to 
students through the Canada Student Grants 
program. Although Budget 2021 provided 
recent graduates with relief specifically 
through the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
it does not consider student savings. A 

particularly concerning report states  that 
68% of students cited that they were 
concerned about using savings as a result 
of the pandemic  which would have long-
term financial impacts like delaying home or 
car purchases.3 UCRU calls on the Federal 
Government to permanently increase 
support provided through the Canada 
Student Grant by increasing the maximum 
receivable to $6,000. 

While the removal of interest rates and 
increases to CSG maximums comes at a high 
cost, the  financial stability of students is a 
public good and must continue to be seen 
as one. Encouraging students to attain a 
post-secondary education is essential to the 
macroeconomic success of Canada. On the 
contrary, interest on student loans acts as a 
discouraging factor for many young people 
hoping to pursue post-secondary education. 
Moreover, students must be given time 
to find stable and supportive jobs before 
repayment begins. This measure would give 
students additional time to stabilize their 
careers in the Canadian workforce before 
repaying large amounts of debt. 



Student Employment

Recommendation 1: Develop a 
specialized category for international 
students within the framework of the 
Youth Employment & Skills Strategy and 
Canada Summer Jobs. 

Recommendation 2: Increase work-
integrated learning opportunities for 
international and domestic students 
alike by reinvesting $239.8 million into 
the Student Work Placement Program. 

The Youth Employment and Skills Strategy 
and Canada Summer Jobs federal work 
programs are vital in providing students with 
jobs and experiential learning opportunities. 
As of August 1, 2021,  Canada Summer 
Jobs alone has created over 160,000 jobs 
for young people in Canada. Additionally, 
approximately there are over 220,000 
job placements through the program over 
the 2021 and 2022 seasons.4 In budget 
2021, the federal government reaffirmed 
its commitment to providing more jobs for 
students through increased investments 
into these federal work programs, with the 
hopes of creating 215,000 additional high-
quality work opportunities.5 Furthermore, in 
budget 2022, the government included a 
key ongoing action of committing more than 
$3 billion over three years to support nearly 
500,000 new job and training opportunities, 
to help young Canadians gain valuable work 
experience.6

Although this has been immensely beneficial 
for domestic students, international students 
are currently excluded from this benefit. 
As it stands, to qualify for either program, 
individuals must be Canadian citizens, 
permanent residents, or a person with 
refugee status.7 This eliminates most, if 
not all, international students from being 
able to participate. International students 
are valuable members of our communities 
who contribute to Canada’s economy and 
should be afforded opportunities to gain 

work experience through student-focused 
programs. 

International students face many financial 
hardships throughout their time in Canada, 
which makes it even more difficult for them 
to stay after graduation. International student 
tuition is typically three to  five times higher 
than domestic tuition. This means that 
finding employment is even more critical for 
our international students. By developing 
specialized skill categories for international 
students within existing frameworks of 
the Youth Employment Skills Strategy and 
Canada Summer Jobs Program, international 
students can gain valuable work experience 
in Canada, all while earning a living wage. 

The government’s support for co-ops 
and internships through the Student 
Work Placement Program is  invaluable to 
facilitating career opportunities for students. 
However, employers cannot currently access 
these programs when hiring international 
students. This can cause an unfair hiring bias 
towards domestic students which denies 
international students the same valuable 
experiences. 

On top of providing training to enter the 
workforce in the future, Canadian work 
experience helps  international students to 
prepare to apply for a post-graduation work 
permit. In order to address Canada’s skilled 
labour shortage, which continues to persist 
as a result of the pandemic, we must work 
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to retain our students after they graduate.8 
To incentivize employers to hire international 
students, UCRU recommends that the 
government continue its $239.9 million 
investment into the Student Work Placement 
Program and create a specialized stream 
of jobs available for hiring international 
students in addition to domestic students. 
This program is essential to increasing 
accessibility to work-integrated opportunities 
and should be available to all students.  

UCRU believes that immigration is a 
key contributor to Canada’s culture and 
economic prosperity. After studying in 
Canada, international students have become 
acquainted with the community, gained 
valuable work experience, and often wish 
to stay and enter the Canadian workforce. 
However, these students face many barriers 
to permanent residency. Currently, work 
experience obtained while studying full-
time cannot be counted towards a students’ 
permanent residency.9 Rising costs of 
international tuition, concerns about traveling 
to pursue their education, and a shrinking 
job market all make it more difficult for 
international students to settle in Canada 
after they have finished their degrees. 

Almost 50% of all international students 
surveyed in 2015 worked full or part time 
in order to finance their studies.10 Being 
unable to count this work experience 
towards permanent residency would 
result in unnecessarily lengthening their 

Recommendation 3: Amend the 
Canadian Experience Class (Express 
Entry) program such that international 
students are able to count part time 
employment experience while they are 
full time students towards fast-tracked 
permanent residency. 

path to residency. By removing this 
restriction, international students could 
obtain permanent residency either before 
or soon after they graduate, depending 
on their application time. This would only 
further incentivize them to stay and work in 
Canada once they complete their studies 
and continue contributing to the Canadian 
economy. 
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Mental Health 

Recommendation 1: Make targeted 
investments into student and youth-
centric digital mental health initiatives 
by providing the provinces with 
matched investments. 

The COVID-19 pandemic continues 
to present long-term adverse impacts 
on students and young people. The 
overwhelming majority of post-secondary 
students (70%) expressed that they 
were experiencing stress, anxiety, and/
or felt isolated in a survey conducted by 
Canadian Alliance of Student Associations 
in May 2020.11 In the same survey, 60% of 
students reported feeling worried about the 
pandemic and 82% felt worried about their 
futures.12 A pre-pandemic study reported 
that almost 64% of university-aged students 
felt that things were hopeless, with over 
88% feeling overwhelmed, 69.6% feeling 
lonely, and 51.6% feeling so depressed that 
it was difficult to function.13 The pandemic 
has further exacerbated the mental health 
crisis amongst young Canadians and 
specifically post-secondary students. A key 
solution to many of the COVID-19-related 
and standalone mental health issues that 
students and young people face is the 
promotion of easily accessible digital mental 
health services.  

Although Budget 2022 proposes providing 
$140 million over two years to Health Canada 
for the Wellness Together Canada, there 
are still clear barriers in place for students 
when attempting to access traditional mental 
health supports.14 These barriers include 
long wait-times, a shortage of mental health 
professionals, culture and language barriers, 
and stigma-related concerns. Living in 
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rural areas is also a large barrier for many 
Canadians in accessing mental health 
support services.
  
Digital mental health support serves as a key 
solution to these barriers as they provide 
youth with a  more accessible alternative 
while individuals with pre-existing concerns 
are currently prioritized. These  support 
services also extend access for Canadians 
living in rural areas. It is critical that digital 
mental  health support be included in 
universal health coverage as young people, 
especially students, may not  have the 
ability to pay out of pocket. Making targeted 
investments into students and youth-centric 
digital mental health initiatives by providing 
provinces with matched investments is 
essential in creating long-term sustainable 
digital support systems for students. 
Engaging students as a stakeholder in this 
conversation, providing funding through 
working with provinces, and equipping 
students with the necessary resources to 
combat any mental health issues from early 
on all constitutes as necessary investments 
needed to improve the mental health of 
students. 
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