
Welcome to a new school year! 
For over 45 years, students in BC have worked together towards a common 
goal of high-quality, accessible post-secondary for all, no matter their 
income or background. We can collectively agree that the cost of education 
is too high and that we can and must do better, for current students and 
also for those who come after us.  
Students are diverse and need to be at the table when making decisions on 
tuition fees, housing, and all matters that affect them and their ability to 
obtain an education. Whether advocating for lower tuition fees, fairness 
for international students, or reduced costs of textbooks, we fight to make 
life more affordable for students. Representing over 170,000 students (like 
you!) across the province, the Federation uses the strength of the student 
movement to get results.
Working together, students have won many victories: a cap on domestic 
tuition fee increases, the elimination of interest on provincial student loans 
and the creation of the BC Access Grant. Students are the future of British 
Columbia. Young people will be the ones working in hospitals, in the trades 
industry, and leading our province. We are here to ensure that young 
people are supported in getting their education with reduced barriers. 
This academic year will be an important one for all of us! Tuition fees and 
student debt are at record high levels, and we have the opportunity to 
shape the ongoing funding review of our public post-secondary system. 
Make sure to connect with your students’ union and get engaged on 
campus. Our advocacy efforts to amplify student issues and work towards 
making post-secondary education in BC more equitable and accessible are 
strengthened with your support. 
We are stronger together!
In solidarity,

Melissa Chirino - Chairperson, BC Federation of Students

A Message
 from 

your BC 
Chairperson

wearebcstudents.ca BC Federation of Students



(604) 733-1880
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About Your
Federation

In 1975, students across British Columbia saw the need to work 
together with a single, united movement in order to be an 
effective force for provincial and national change. Today, the 
Federation brings together over 170,000 students from fifteen 
universities, colleges, and institutes across British Columbia.
The Federation provides a venue for students to effectively 
communicate, collaborate, organize, and mobilize to advocate 
for collective interests locally, provincially, and nationally. 
The Federation also provides valuable services for individual 
members and member students’ unions.

Founding Principles
1. To organize students on a democratic, co-operative basis in advancing our 

interests and those of our community;
2. To provide a common framework within which students can communicate, 

exchange information and share experiences, skills, and ideas;
3. To ensure the effective use and distribution of the resources of the student 

movement;
4. To bring students together to discuss and to achieve necessary educational, 

administrative, or legislative change wherever decision-making affects 
students; 

5. To facilitate co-operation among students in organising services that 
supplement our academic experience, provide for our human needs and that 
develop a sense of community with our peers and other members of society;

6. To articulate the real desire of students to fulfill the duties, and be accorded the 
rights of citizens in our society and in the international community; 

7. To achieve our ultimate goal: a system of post-secondary education that is 
accessible to all, which is of high quality, which is nationally planned, which 
recognizes the legitimacy of student representation and the validity of student 
rights, and whose role in society is clearly recognized and appreciated.
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A  B R I E F  I N T R O D U C T I O N
All positive changes to public education in the last century have 
come from people working together to fight for something better. 
When it comes to building better communities and better public 
services, we are stronger when we work together than when 
we are working alone. 
Governments—both 
provincial and national—
are often reluctant to 
implement policies that 
benefit students and their 
families. 
A chorus of voices calling 
for a common goal is a 
powerful tool to bring 
about change. Working 
together through the Federation gives students across BC, and 
across the country, a united voice and influence on public policy. 
Working together and pooling resources also helps students get 
better, ethically-oriented services for less. Through economies of 
scale, the Federation helps to save both individual students and 
local students’ unions money through programs like the Deals App 
- our student discount program, the orientation and promotional 
materials service, and the BC Student Health Consortium.

Democratic Decision Making
Regardless of the region or size, 
each member local students’ 
union has an equal voice at the 
table to set the agenda for the 
provincial student movement. 
The Federation is run by an 
Executive Committee that 
includes one representative 
from every member students’ 
union. The Executive Committee 
meets six times per year to 

discuss and direct the operations 
of the organisation.
The Federation holds two general 
membership meetings each 
year to review, debate, and set 
campaigns, services, and policies 
of the organisation. Each 
students’ union selects delegates 
to represent students at their 
institution in the decision 
making of the general meetings.
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By working together, 
students have won some 
major victories, including: 
• BC’s tuition fee cap (ongoing, started in 2005)
• $800 million in new federal funding for post-

secondary education (2008)
• Canada’s first national system of grants for low- 

and middle-income students (2008)
• a U-Pass for lower mainland students (2011)
• reduction of interest on BC student loans (2017)
• the elimination of tuition fees on adult basic 

education courses (2017)
• $250,000 in new funding for open education 

resources (2018)
• the elimination of interest on BC student loans 

(2019)
• $3.26 million in new funding for open education 

resources (2019)
• $41 million in new funding for BC Access Grant 

(2020)
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Our Approach
The Federation’s primary purpose is to work for an affordable, accessible, 
high quality, and public post-secondary system in British Columbia, and 
across the country. Effective organizing on these issues requires a three-
pronged approach that includes research, lobbying, and mobilization.

Research
Thorough, accurate, and in-depth research is the basis for any proposal 
presented to government. The Federation studies and prepares analyses 
of government policies and trends in post-secondary education, conducts 
public opinion polling, and develops alternatives that reflect and address 
students’ concerns. This research is used to influence both government and 
public opinion.

Lobbying
Federation representatives meet regularly with elected members of 
government, political staff, and civil servants. The Federation represents 
students on a variety of government advisory committees as well. 
Student representatives meet with elected members of government, 
both provincially and nationally, and bring students’ concerns to the 
table during the Federation’s lobby week. Often decision makers are very 
receptive to students’ proposals and agree to implement them or work with 
students to affect change. 

Membership Mobilization
Of course, regular meetings with government and the very best research 
mean nothing if  the government is not supportive and doesn’t see that a 
proposal has widespread public support. The Federation works to both 
educate the public about issues and to put pressure on decision-makers 
to implement students’ recommendations by mobilizing students and 
community members through activities as diverse as letter-writing, 
petitions, mass rallies, protests, and social media actions. Broad-based 
public support and community building are essential for bringing about 
positive change in our society.

C A M PA I G N S  &
G O V E R N M E N T
R E L AT I O N S

2022–2023 Member Handbook & Dayplanner



Our Federation voices students’ concerns to government, while 
conducting in-depth research to support policy recommendations. 
Lobbying and accurate research are only effective when students 
are actively engaged in campaigns to influence the decisions and 
policies of government. 
Our campaigns are driven by the active participation of our 
members to raise public awareness of the issues and to influence 
government decision-making. Here are some issues that students 
and their students’ unions are working on across the province.

Tuition Fees & Funding
Tuition fees in BC have increased by 
over 125% since 2001. If  you add up 
the high costs of living, food, and 
other expenses like internet and 
gas, being a student is becoming 
increasingly unaffordable in this 
province. Tuition fees are one 
of the main barriers that keep 
young people from low-income 
families out of the classroom. 

In the early 2000s, BC had the 
second-lowest tuition fees in 
Canada but that changed after the 
government doubled tuition fees. 
High tuition fees force students to 
take on massive loads of debt, drop 
down from full-time to part-time 
studies, or work multiple jobs just to 
get by. Reducing tuition fees would 
take the incredible financial strain 
off students and be a step in the 
direction of affordable education.

The proportion of institutions’ 
revenue from public funding 
has dropped by 20% since 2001. 
This means that institutions are 
being forced to rely on revenue 
from students to make up for 
funding cuts from the government. 
Today, tuition fee revenue has 
increased by over 300% since 
2002. While students pay more 

for school, the government pays 
less. Funding cuts also mean 
long wait lists for counselors, 
outdated equipment and cuts in 
program offerings for students.

In April 2022 the provincial 
government announced a 
funding review of BC’s public 
post-secondary institutions. The 
Federation will continue to advocate 
for increased funding with a focus 
on making education accessible 
to those who live in rural parts 
of the province and to ensure 
the needs of students are at the 
centre of the funding review.

Increased funding to our 
institutions would help take the 
cost of education off the back of 
students and their families, and 
help students access the services 
and quality education they deserve. 

To learn more visit funditfixit.ca.
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A D V O C AT I N G  F O R
S T U D E N T S ’  I S S U E S
Interest on 
Student Loans
The average student loan debt in 
BC upon completion of a 4-year 
program is over $30,000. Even 
with grants and other financial 
assistance, those who cannot afford 
to pay for school will end up paying 
more for the same education than 
those who can afford it. Why? 
Because the interest charged on 
student loans adds thousands of 
dollars in payments over the life 
of the loan. Interest on student 
loans is a tax on the poor. Those 
least able to pay for school are 
forced to pay the most for it. 

As of February 2019, the BC 
government eliminated the interest 
charged on BC student loans. This 
move is a direct result of years 
of advocacy, public engagement, 
and pressure from student 
activists and our supporters. 

However, the federal portion of 
student loans, which is the larger 
portion, still accrues interest at a 
rate of prime or prime plus 2.5% 
(dependent on the kind of loan). The 
continued application of interest on 
student loans maintains an unfair 
cycle of lack of access to post-
secondary education. The federal 
government temporarily suspended 
the accumulation of interest until 
March 2023 and the Federation will 
continue to call on them to level the 
playing field and fully eliminate 
interest on student loans. Learn 
more at knockoutinterest.ca.

Reconciliation Through 
Education
The Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC) was created 
to investigate and respond to 
the serious effects residential 
schools had, and continue to have, 
on survivors and their families. 
Running from 2008 to 2015, 
the Commission held national 
events and heard accounts from 
survivors. The TRC then gathered 
their findings and put them into a 
report that included a list of calls 
to action for federal and provincial 
governments to implement in order 
to begin addressing the damage 
the legacy of residential schools, 
including the regressive politics 
that led to their creation and 
maintenance, had on the Indigenous 
population in Canada. The 94 
calls to action in the TRC’s report 
address issues around health, child 
welfare, education, and language 
culture preservation and are aimed 
at closing the disparities between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
peoples. 
There continues to be a large gap 
between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous learners attaining a 
post-secondary degree. Using 2015 
graduate numbers, the Assembly 
of First Nations (AFN) found 
that another 78,000 Indigenous 
graduates are required to close the 
attainment gap, which would have 
required an increase of 80.6% of 
current funding. This gap is due 
to years of piecemeal funding 
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increases and a cap of only 2% in 
funding increases that have allowed 
the program’s funds to be far lower 
than necessitated. For the 2022-23 
fiscal period, the AFN has identified 
a conservative estimate of $7.27 
billion over five years to address 
the backlog of students waiting to 
access the Post-Secondary Student 
Support Program (PSSSP). To learn 
more, visit wearebcstudents.ca/
reconciliation.

Open Education 
Resources
Open Education Resources (OER) 
are teaching, learning, and research 
resources that reside in the public 
domain, which permits their free 
use and re-purposing by others. 
These resources commonly include 
textbooks and open access journals 
but can also include other materials 
used for learning and research like 
course materials, modules, videos, 
tests, software, and more.
The cost of textbooks and course 
materials has long been a financial 
challenge for students. Constantly 
changing versions of textbooks 
and skyrocketing prices have put 
many textbooks beyond the reach of 
students.
In 2012 the BC government created 
the Open Textbook Project, and 
provided $2 million to fund the 
development of open education 
resources. Since then, students 
in BC have saved over $30 million 
thanks to instructors adopting OER 
materials for their classes. 
Talk to your instructor about OER 
in your class! If you want to get 
involved in the movement to fight 
high textbook prices with high-
quality, low-cost alternatives, contact 
your students’ union. 
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Campaigns &
Government Relations

Fairness for International Students
While all students in Canada have faced dramatic fee increases over the last 
decade, tuition fees for international students have become particularly 
burdensome in recent years. Average tuition fees for international students 
can be as much as five times the already high fees paid by Canadian 
citizens.
International students make up a substantial portion of the enrollment at 
BC’s public universities and colleges, and institutions have come to rely 
on international students as a revenue stream to make up for government 
funding shortfalls.
Pressure on institutions to rely on international student tuition fees is 
significant; tuition fees for international students in BC have increased 
538% since 1991, and are now on average more than $25,400 per year. 
The disparity between fees paid by international and domestic students 
is huge: while international students make up approximately 20% of 
overall enrolment in BC universities, their fees make up 48% of tuition fee 
revenues. To make matters worse, international tuition fee increases are 
not regulated like domestic tuition fees are and as a result can increase by 
any amount at any time.
Beyond the cost of education, international students can face a lack of 
adequate services, such as advisors, counselors, and financial and other 
supports if  they find themselves in difficult situations.
International students are major contributors not only to our institutional 
communities (and budgets), but also to our off-campus communities and 
BC’s economy. Fairness and predictability for international students will 
keep BC a desirable destination to study for students from around the 
world. To learn more, visit:
wearebcstudents.ca/fairness_for_international_students.

A R E  YO U  A N  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  S T U D E N T 
S T U DY I N G  I N  C A N A D A? 
We want to hear about your experience, and what sort of challenges 
you have faced. Share your story anonymously and confidentially at 
wearebcstudents.ca/share_your_story.
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British Columbians Support Affordable 
Post-Secondary Education
Post-secondary education is a requirement for full 
participation in the workforce and in society; yet in our current 
system those who need it the most for labour force access 
are those who have the hardest time getting it. This results in 
downstream costs to government that are not calculated in the 
equations of how affordable public education is to the public 
purse. But British Columbians are feeling the squeeze of the 
cost of education: 1 in 2 agree that at least one year of college or 
university studies, or a vocational trade, should be tuition fee 
free. Further, an overwhelming majority are opposed to further 
increases to the cost of post-secondary education, and two-
thirds agree with immediate measures to bring student loan 
debt under control. 

72%
OF BRITISH COLUMBIANS 

AGREE THAT THE BC 
GOVERNMENT SHOULD 

MAKE UP A HIGHER 
PORTION OF UNIVERSITY 

FUNDING

86%
OF BRITISH COLUMBIANS 

SUPPORT INCREASED 
FUNDING SO THAT 
STUDENTS AREN’T 

REQUIRED TO TAKE ON     
AS MUCH DEBT

90%
OF BRITISH COLUMBIANS 

OPPOSE TUITION FEE 
INCREASES; 57% SUPPORT 

A REDUCTION OF      
CURRENT FEES

Agree Disagree Unsure
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The Federation offers a 
number of services to meet 
the unique needs of students, 
and to help students and 
member students’ unions 
save money.

The Deals App
Being a college or university student is very 
expensive. Not only are we coping with high 
tuition fees and textbooks costs, the increasing 
costs of rent, transit, food, and gas prices continue 
to squeeze our budgets. 
The Federation runs a province-wide student 
discount program – the Deals App – to help save 
members like yourself money in their everyday 
lives. Together with member local students’ 
unions, the Federation partners with businesses 
all over the province to offer student discounts on 
services and at restaurants, retail shops – in stores 
and online, travel companies, fitness studios and 
more.
The best part is that you can access them right 
from your phone, download the app for free 
and get access to instant savings at hundreds of 
businesses across BC.

Ethical & Sustainable 
Promotional Materials
Since 2006, the Federation has coordinated the 
purchase of ethically and sustainably sourced 
materials for campuses across the province. These 
materials include water bottles and lanyards 
made from 100% post-consumer recycled plastics, 
union-made pens, and ethically sourced apparel 
and tote bags. By purchasing these products 
collectively through the Federation, students’ 
unions are able to make your membership dues 
go farther and help to make campuses sweatshop-
free.
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BC Student Health 
Consortium
The rising costs of prescription 
drugs, health procedures, and 
dental services that are not 
covered by provincial health 
plans have an enormous impact 
on students’ budgets. Created 
by students for students, the 
Federation’s insurance service 
helps local students’ unions 
with the design, negotiation, 
promotion, and administration 
of their campus health and 
dental plan. Working with 
not-for-profit insurance 
provider Green Shield Canada, 
the Federation has used the 
collective purchasing power 
of students’ unions working 
together to secure vast 
improvements in coverage and 
pricing for student plans, and to 
drive progressive change among 
those offering student health 
and dental benefits.

Members’ Handbook 
& Dayplanner
The members’ handbook service 
began in 1993 as a means of 
producing dayplanners for 
members at small students’ 
unions who could not, on 
their own, produce such a 
service. Today the Federation 
coordinates the production of 13 
versions of the handbook (like 
this one!), which are locally-
produced on recycled paper in a 
unionized facility. 
 Not only does this service 
provide a superior product for 
members, but it saves money 
that is passed back to you in the 
form of improved or expanded 
services and events. 

The Campus Mobile 
App
Designed for students, Ready 
Education connects campuses 
and creates communities by 
providing an online platform to 
share information about events, 
clubs, services, and advocacy 
work happening on- and off-
campus. Through a partnership 
with the Federation, the app 
is provided to member local 
students’ unions at a heavily 
discounted rate and can be 
customized by students’ unions 
to meet their member’s needs. 
The app can be used to share 
apartments for rent, buy or sell 
used textbooks, or simply to 
connect with other students in 
your community. 
Among other benefits, this 
partnership allows the app to 
be made available to campus 
clubs for event promotion, 
member sign-up, and ongoing 
communication with club 
membership.
Contact your students’ union to 
find out if  they have a campus 
app, or search for it wherever 
you download your apps!
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Skills Development
Symposium

Being a students’ union director can be a daunting task. There is so 
much to learn when you are first elected and start on the board of 
directors! From legal responsibilities, to engaging your members, 
talking to the media, and working with your staff, it’s a lot to wrap 
your head around. 
To help students’ union directors and staff be the most successful 
they can be, the Federation holds an annual province-wide 
conference full of skill-building workshops. The Skills Development 
Symposium consists of workshops and seminars that provide 
elected representatives and local staff with a broad range of skills 
required to effectively operate a students’ union. 
The Symposium also provides participants with an opportunity to 
make connections and develop relationships with student leaders 
from across the province. The Symposium is fully subsidized 
by the Federation for one participant from each member local 
union, and partially subsidized for up to eleven more. This allows 
students’ unions to spend just a little bit of money to ensure staff 
and directors have the training they need to be the most effective on 
your campus. 
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The Symposium brings 
student leaders from across 
the province together
Past workshops have included:
• Director’s Rights and Responsibilities
• Students’ Union Finances
• Negotiating Contracts
• Membership Outreach
• Working Collectively: Directors and Staff
• Public Speaking
• Media Relations 
• Effective Meeting Participation/Facilitation
• Volunteer Recruitment and Retention
• Using Social Media to Engage Members
• Understanding Institutional Structures
• Identifying and Combating Disinformation

Workshop facilitators include Federation staff 
and directors, experienced staff from other 
students‘ unions, and experts recruited from 
among coalition partners like the Health Sciences 
Association and CUPE BC; professionals are 
also recruited from companies like Earnscliffe 
Strategies and Arvay Finaly LLP to provide advice 
and training from experts.
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We’ve put together a list of 
must-do things to help you 
make the most of your year 

Follow the BCFS and your students’ union on social 
media 

Visit your students’ union’s office to say hi and 
learn how you can get involved!

Run for a position on your students’ union’s board 
or ask how to become a volunteer

Download the Deals App to access free student   
discounts and follow @the_dealsapp on Instagram

Join a campus club or collective to connect with 
others who share your interests!

Find out what services and advocacy your students’ 
union provides for it’s members (you!) by flipping 
through their section at the front of this handbook

Download your students’ union’s campus app         
(if they have one) to connect with your peers 

Find out when your students’ union’s next event is 
to pick up some free swag!

Visit wearebcstudents.ca to learn about our       
campaigns and advocacy on student issues

Read through the ‘About the BCFS’ section of this 
handbook to learn about your Federation 

Find your classes on campus, and don’t forget to 
find your favourite study spot and coffee shop too

Ask your professors if they use Open Education 
Resources (OERs) so you can save on textbook costs

Add your assignments, exams and any upcoming 
events to the calendar section of this handbook

Have fun and enjoy the ride; 
welcome to a new school year!

2022–2023 Member Handbook & Dayplanner


