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The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance 
is a non-partisan advocacy organization 
that represents the interests of over140,000 
undergraduate and professional, full-time and 
part-time university students at eight student 
associations across Ontario.

POLICY BRIEF: ANCILLARY FEES

Ancillary fees require a distinct, clear, and robust policy 
separate from the existing tuition framework. Establish-
ing a standalone protocol will improve the transparency 
and accountability of ancillary fees levied upon students. 
It should also mandate student control and student union 
autonomy in regards to changes in ancillary fees at each 
institution, and effectively implement a fair cost sharing 
structure consistent throughout the province.

THE PROBLEM

Inadequate fee guidelines
The current tuition framework neglects the importance of 
ancillary fees. Given the steady increase of ancillary fees 
it is essential that the province mandate a consistent pro-
tocol to ensure a transparent, accountable, and equitable 
post-secondary sector.

Opaque and unaccountable frameworks
The administration, origin, and definition of ancillary 
fees should be fully transparent to the general student 
population. However, the purposes or origins of ancillary 
fees are often poorly communicated to students, and the 
provincial term ‘compulsory non-tuition-related ancillary 
fee’ is not used consistently at every Ontario university. It 
is also unclear whether fees are being charged on a per-
term or flat fee basis and the payment of ancillary fees is 
sometimes done in an inconsistent manner.

There must always be a clear protocol for the establish-
ment or increase of ancillary fees that can be easily ac-
cessed by all members of a university community, and 
these fees should be regularly reviewed to ensure their 
relevance. Unfortunately, ancillary fee protocol structures 
and review practices do not always lend themselves to 
systems of transparency and accountability. This is partly 
due to the fact that the province does not currently man-
date that every institution create and enforce an ancillary 
fee protocol agreement.

Obscure fee types
All of the costs borne by students for academic evalua-
tion and instruction should be paid for through tuition 
fees only, and mandatory courses should not have finan-
cial barriers in place. Nevertheless, students are being 
asked to purchase digital online evaluation packages in 
compulsory courses either as part of a textbook bundle or 
as a standalone product. High and unregulated prices for 
textbooks, courseware, and publications in compulsory 
courses also place significant financial pressures on stu-
dents. Furthermore, mandatory field trip fees for compul-
sory courses can create inequities in accessing mandatory 
courses.

All willing and qualified students should be able to ben-
efit from work-integrated learning opportunities during 
their university career without facing significant financial 
burdens. The current exemption in the provincial Ancil-
lary Fee Guidelines for work placement fees allows insti-
tutions to charge high amounts for placement services, 
creating an inequity for students wishing to partake in 
work-integrated learning.

System-wide and vendor fees are exempt from the cur-
rent ancillary fee protocol requirements, and are often 
implemented without student approval or consultation. 
As such, system-wide and vendor fees represent a method 
for universities to unfairly skirt student approval of com-
pulsory ancillary fees.

Limited student union autonomy and oversight
Student unions should have complete control over their 
own operations and be solely accountable to their mem-
bers. They should also have the ability to set their own 
fee structures in accordance with Ontario legislation, and 
have their fees collected by the university on their behalf. 
However, student unions have had fees withheld by uni-
versity administrations as a method to shape the actions 
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of the organizations, and some universities charge ‘ad-
ministrative fees’ for the collection of ancillary fees.

Students should have oversight and control over the an-
cillary fees they pay, and should also have complete au-
thority over whether or not a new institutional ancillary 
fee is implemented. However, not all Ontario universities 
allow majority student oversight on ancillary fees, and the 
current provincial Ancillary Fee Guidelines permit all an-
cillary fees levied prior to the 1993-94 academic year to be 
exempt from review.

Disproportionate cost sharing
Students should not have to disproportionately cover the 
costs of operational funding or funding for ancillary ser-
vices in universities. All groups accessing services fund-
ed through ancillary fees should contribute comparable 
amounts to the service. However, undergraduate students 
are unfairly burdened with financing services and goods 
that benefit the entire university community.

Student-focused capital projects should not be exempt 
from standards of responsible cost sharing at any Ontar-
io university. If students choose to contribute to a capital 
project, they should have the ability to have their concerns 
and priorities heard with respect to the management of 
the space. Upon completion, students often have little to 
no oversight of projects paid for, despite being dispropor-
tionately responsible for financing campus buildings and 
enhancements that benefit the entire university. 

Essential student services, including mental health coun-
selling, sexual violence centres and support services, and 
offices for students with disabilities, should demonstrate 
a system of responsible cost sharing. Unfortunately, these 
services are often funded in part by or solely by student 
ancillary fees at several institutions in Ontario. Ancillary 
student services that support student development have 
become nearly completely dependent on ancillary fees.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

Establish a standalone ancillary fee protocol
In order to develop a more standardized ancillary fee 
structure across all Ontario universities, the province 
must develop a separate and distinct standalone ancillary 
fee protocol. This would help to better articulate the defi-
nitions and exceptions for each specific type of ancillary 
fee, as well as ensure that each university is mandated to 
comply with this protocol. Since university administra-
tors and student government representatives are equally 
impacted by this protocol, it is essential that both parties 
have equal say in the consultation and drafting phases.

Mandate public disclosure of all ancillary fees
Through a standalone ancillary fee protocol, it should 
be mandated that all fiscal material, including budgets, 
audits, and explanatory breakdowns of ancillary fees be 
publicly disclosed in a way that is readily available to stu-

dents. It must also be mandated that institutions levy and 
collect all ancillary fees, including tuition and non-tuition 
related ancillary fees, through a centralized online sys-
tem. It is also pertinent that all ancillary fees be regularly 
reviewed by each institution every five years.

Outline and articulate policies surrounding di-
verse fee types
The province should eliminate the exemption for digital 
learning materials, such as test/assessment tools – as 
well as system-wide and vendor fees – in the existing 
Ancillary Fee Guidelines. Investments into open educa-
tional resources and textbooks as options for instructors 
would also prevent continued misuse of course-related 
fees. Clarity from the province regarding which fees are 
allowable is also needed in order to prevent institutions 
from charging students mandatory fees for any field trips 
in compulsory courses. Furthermore, government invest-
ment into work-integrated learning services on campus 
would reduce dependency on student ancillary fees.

Entrench student union autonomy and oversight
Students recommend that the government pass legisla-
tion recognizing student union autonomy and that this 
autonomy can only be limited through direct intervention 
by a neutral third party in the event of gross financial ir-
regularities and/or bylaw violations. An essential aspect 
of this legislation would also restrict institutions from 
charging administrative fees for collecting ancillary fees 
on behalf of student unions. Furthermore, all institutions 
should have an oversight committee consisting of at least 
51% student representation responsible for the review of 
all ancillary fees regardless of the date they were initially 
implemented.

Implement fair cost sharing structures
The province must increase operational funding such that 
operational funding is not disproportionately reliant on 
ancillary fees. The province should create priority funding 
for projects that enhance student development such as 
student centres, health centres, and athletic facilities. The 
province must prioritize investment in essential student 
services and supports, which include mental health coun-
selling services and sexual violence centres, to reduce in-
stitutional reliance on ancillary fees and demonstrate a 
system of responsible cost sharing.

MORE INFORMATION
For more information, please refer to OUSA’s policy pa-
per on Ancillary Fees published in November 2016.

www.ousa.ca
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