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very once and a while, there are social battles that
singularly embody, in one particular issue, stakes
of far larger import, that will play a major role in shaping the future of any given society.
One might think that the student movement’s struggle
against tuition increases is ultimately just a normal
negative reaction on the part of a group of people
who will eventually, if this increase goes through,
pay more money and go deeper into debt to complete
their education.
But this is far from the case. This increase in tuition,
that would help advance the market-oriented vision of
higher education, is part of a wider ongoing trend of
social transformations that the prophets of neo-liberalism are trying to impose
upon Québec society: less State intervention, everything for the market, and
public services that are increasingly differentiated. Hence, the increase in tuition
is part of the movement to tax health care.
The arguments presented by Minister Beauchamp to support this increase in
tuition just don’t hold water, not even for one second.
She claims that this tuition increase only seeks to bring tuition back to its
relative levels of the 1960s. But how can one compare the Québec of the 1960s
to Québec today? Are we also going to bring expenses back down to their 1960
levels? Are we going to make companies assume the same fiscal burden that
they bore in the 1960s?.
The Canadian situation is often evoked in this debate. But, Québec is doing
better than the rest of Canada precisely with regard to student enrolment in
higher education! Better than the rest of Canada also, even much better, in terms
of the sociological composition of the students in the faculties with quotas,
where there are 22% more students coming from less fortunate socio-economic
milieus or remote areas. And all of this is thanks to the absence of tuition at
the college level, and their relatively modest level in our university system.
The projected tuition increase raises the question of what kind of society we
want to have. But, we feel that higher education constitutes a powerful lever
of social enfranchisement and for this reason, it must be free, and that’s all
there is to it.
The funding of our universities is important. But it cannot be addressed
piecemeal. A far more elaborate reflection is called for regarding the role of
universities in a modern society. A reflection that must enable us to take stock
of current practices in Québec universities. This is a societal debate that should
have preceded any Government decision regarding tuition.
In a modern society, access to higher education can no longer be considered a
luxury. On the contrary, it is our duty to preserve it jealously, and do everything
we can to make it even more widely available.
This is the meaning we must give to the student movement’s battle. Our
federation will unreservedly support this struggle.

10 FEUQ - Beyond the stakes in
Québec
11 Towards the general strike
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A $1,625 increase: No way!
The CSN lends its support
On November 10, 2011, notwithstanding atrocious weather, nearly 30,000 people, mostly young students,
coming from the Four Corners of Québec, demonstrated their opposition to a whopping increase to
their tuition. Unprecedented! The student associations were aiming for 15,000 demonstrators, and
they were quite simply overwhelmed. Great news and the message was all the more clear: NO, NO
and NO to the increase!
Denise Boucher
CSN Vice-President

The current struggle being waged by
the student movement is a crucial one
and goes well beyond the question of
personal finances. The issue is one of
accessibility to a post-CEGEP education for everyone. This is a societal challenge and orientation. Every
increase in tuition builds one more barrier to university attendance, most often
to the detriment of the more indigent
students who will eventually “choose”
to put an end to their studies. And at
the end of the day, it will be society as
a whole, that will pay the price. This
«fee» barrier is almost always leads to
student indebtedness, or that of their
parents, or both together. It’s odd that
a Government that claims it wants to
reduce the debt of Quebeckers, with its
Bill 24, digs the hole a little deeper – if
not a lot deeper – for students who are
already hard pressed. Several students
are thus compelled to work long hours
in order to make both ends meet. Of
course, one can easily understand that
the foregoing will impact upon the quality of their work at school and at times,
may even jeopardise their health.
On December 6, 2010, at the second
partners in education meeting, which
was called to analyze and reflect upon
the performance of Québec universities in terms of research, teaching,
funding and their role on the national
and international stage, the CSN stormed out of the room owing to this socalled consultation exercise that was an
undeniable sham. We were faced with
Minister Beauchamp, who had boasted
that she would listen attentively, yet
did nothing of the sort, and the clichés
coming from the rectors and employers
were just too much to stomach.

Of course, the problems of funding
Québec universities are genuine,
but far more complex than what the
Government is trying to get everyone
to believe. The inept funding of our universities is the real issue, where operational budgets are often redirected to
costly capital projects and research, but
only where industry is likely to make a
profit from the investment. Moreover,
the increase in tuition will give rise to
the State investing even less in education; this whole operation seeks merely
to change the source of funding…
Since the November 10 demonstration,
not a word from Minister Beauchamp.
We might legitimately even wonder
if there’s still a captain at the helm?
In the eyes of the student associations
the answer is NO and the person who
has to step up to the plate is henceforth
the Prime Minister, himself, and no one
else. So that the message is clearly
understood, over the past few weeks,
the FEUQ, FECQ and CLASSE are
organizing and mobilizing their troops

and seeking strike mandates that would
take affect one after the other. The
March 22 National Demonstration will
be a culminating point and it’s vital that
the turnout be even more impressive
than this past fall to communicate our
determination to get the Government
to back down. Québec, which still
lags behind the Canadian average in
terms of university diplomas, cannot
allow itself to further hinder access to
university*.
The goal is a huge one and we each
have our share of responsibility. We
have to encourage the students, support
them in this struggle, that is also ours,
a struggle for a better world, for the
right to fully develop one’s capacities,
and this, with equal opportunities for
all, regardless of the thickness of one’s
wallet!  
* However, taking into account the number
of cegep graduates, Québec does significantly better than Canada.
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IRIS TAKES A STAND
Is an increase in tuition really necessary?
On campuses all across Québec, students are preparing to do battle to block the tuition increases
announced by the Québec Government last year when it tabled its budget1. To understand the impending
struggle, it’s important to properly grasp the nature of the Government’s goals and to carefully scrutinize,
one by one, the arguments being used to justify this increase.
Philippe Hurteau

Researcher at the Institut de recherche et
d’informations socio-économiques (IRIS)

The Charest Government’s plan for
Québec universities is proceeds along
three dimensions: an increase in the
funding of universities, an increase in
the financial aid provided to students
and maximizing the performance of
our universities. In all, the Government
is planning to make an additional $850
million available to Québec universities between now and 2016-2017.
The increase in tuition is certainly the
element that has been the focus of the
most attention in the current public
debate. The Government is planning
annual increases of $325 over a 5-year
period, which would thus see tuition
rise from $2,168 to $3,793, namely,
an increase of $1,625 (75%). Adding
this to initial increases that were made
in 2007-2012, tuition will have thus
jumped by $2,125 (127%) over a
10-year period, from $1,668 to $3,793.
In this fashion, the Government plans
to generate $265 million in additional funding for Québec universities.
To this, one must also add other new
revenues that will come from the
State ($430 million), corporate and
individual endowments ($54 million)
and the commercialization of research
and other ancillary university activities
($101 million). In a nutshell, the Charest
1

4

Un plan de financement des universités équitables et équilibrés: pour donner au Québec
les moyens de ses ambitions, Gouvernement
du Québec, mars 2011. (An equitable and
balanced plan to fund our universities: providing Québec with the means to achieve its
goals, Government of Québec, March 2011).
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Government’s plan involves: having
the students pay more without taking
the goals of accessibility into consideration, targeting the State’s additional
funds on high added value sectors,
relying upon private philanthropy and
accelerating the market transformation
of our universities.
In addition, the Government is planning to spend a substantial portion of
the projected monies in its plan in areas
that are designed to help the universities position themselves competitively
(research infrastructures, the acquisition of subsidies and contracts from the
private sector, increasing the number of
“international calibre” professors, etc.).
Students are thus being called upon
to pay more and more for the privilege of going to universities whose
fundamental mission is less and less
about teaching, but rather increasingly
focused upon manpower training, satisfying the needs of the private sector

and positioning themselves competitively in the market.

The or i g i ns of the plan
But where does this obsession for
increasing tuition and this unbridled
quest for economic performance come
from? Of course, various OECD studies and powerful business lobbies
are not at all foreign to this global
trend seeking to maximize university
performance: an efficient university,
according to the latter, is a university
that shines in areas with high economic
value.
Closer to home, the official line
adroitly espoused by our university
rectors also has a major influence in
the public debate. Our rectors have successfully established as true the notion
that our universities are under-funded,
even though such a position cannot
withstand an analysis of the facts. Our
universities are not under-funded, they
are ineptly funded. Given an increase

of 142% in university funding since
1997, the question must be asked: Do
our universities lack resources or are
these resources being ineptly distributed within the institution? Of course,
our rectors do not wish to answer this
question, preferring to play games with
the numbers in order to increase the
stash of money under their control and
thus better position themselves in the
ruthless competitive game that they are
playing against their peers.
This winter’s student struggle will thus
certainly be directed against increases
in tuition, but also against a more pervasive process of privatization of our
universities and a university model
increasingly oriented towards satisfying the needs of the economic elite.

A few arg ument s to counter
the i ncrease
In practical terms, several arguments
may be advanced to defend an increase
in tuition. Unfortunately for the advocates of this option, a response is possible to each of these arguments.
To begin with, we are told that an
increase in tuition is inevitable due to
the under-funding of Québec universities. As a matter of fact, as indicated
above, our universities receive a lot of
money and are rather victims of inept
funding. For each full-time student, our
universities receive $29,941 in various
revenues per year, namely $1,278
more than elsewhere in Canada2. Also,
Québec invests nearly 2% of its Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) in its institutions of higher learning, compared to
1.6% in the rest of Canada. In short, the
problem of funding our universities is
not caused by a lack of resources, but
rather by the use of these resources for
purposes other than teaching (capital
projects, advertising, research, etc.).
2

Indicateurs de l’éducation 2010,
Gouvernement du Québec. (Education
indicators 2010)

Then, the argument goes, only an
increase in tuition can fill the universities’ coffers – which all the same are far
from empty. However, the announced
increase is first and foremost a project
to transform the source of university
funding rather than a project to refinance the universities. Over the past
20 years, the private and individual
shares of funding university budgets
have respectively increased by 14.5%
and 6.8%, while the share of public
funding has fallen by 21.2%.
In addition, it is often argued that
an increase in tuition will enable the
universities to hire new professors.
In point of fact, in today’s neo-liberal
university model it is management
expenditures that are eating away at

university budgets to enable them to
manage the many agreements and
partnerships that they undertake with
the private sector. For example, at the
Université de Montréal, management
personnel went from 10% to 15% of
all personnel between 2000 and 20083.
The partisans of tuition increases
do their best to reassure us. With
the increase in student financial aid,
no student’s academic career will
be jeopardized. All the same, the
increases in financial aid set out in the
Government’s plan will only affect
20% of the student population. For
the majority of students, the increase
in tuition will have to be compensated
3

Rapports annuels (Annual Reports) 20002008, Université de Montréal
www.recteur.umontreal.ca/documents/
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IRIS TAKES A STAND

by one or more of the following: fewer courses per session,
extending the overall amount of time spent to get their degree,
choosing programs that are shorter, increasing the amount of
time spent working, going further and further into debt, etc.
It goes without saying that an increase in tuition will have
an impact upon university attendance. If Québec were to
attain the Canadian average in terms of tuition, the student
population would fall by 30,000. Furthermore, increases in
tuition will impact upon the social composition of the student
cohorts. The situation in Canada’s Faculties of Medicine is
revealing in this regard. In 2000, 50% of the students came
from families with incomes of $80,000 or less. In 2007,
this proportion had fallen to 40%. Increases in tuition thus
create obstacles to accessibility that adversely affect university attendance, but also make student cohorts more socially
monolithic.

student tuition would be realistic. However, this Government
did not hesitate in 2007 to reduce income taxes by $950
million and in 2008, forego $890 million by eliminating the
tax on capital4. This $1.84 billion in lost revenues, on an
annual basis, represents more than twice the amount that
would be necessary to eliminate university tuition altogether,
which very clearly demonstrates where this Government’s
priorities lie.

El sewhere i n the world
An increase in tuition thus appears to be a bad solution to
a false problem, especially when one takes a look at what
exists elsewhere on the planet. On the one hand, there are the
Anglo-Saxon universities, resolutely cap in hand seeking to
satisfy the needs of the market, with a far-reaching addiction
to private funding and oblivious to the wide social disparities
in the composition of their student cohorts; while on the other,
there is the Northern Europe university model that somehow

Finally, an ultimate argument in favour of an increase in tuition puts forward the issue of the State’s financial means. In
this period of economic and budget crisis, only an increase in
4
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Budget du Québec, 2006-2007 et 2007-2008, Gouvernement du Québec.
(Québec budget)

maintains a balance between its educational mission and its
“economic mission.”
Scandinavian universities are neither a Paradise Lost or an
idyllic utopia. However, they provide us with an alternative
approach, which can help us combat the Americanization
of our university institutions. We should note that the three
Scandinavian countries (Sweden, Norway and Denmark),
as well as Finland, do not charge any tuition to the students
who attend their public universities5. Another interesting fact,
the universities in Northern Europe rely almost exclusively
upon public funding. Accordingly, public funding of Swedish
universities represents 97.3% of their overall budget, while
it is 97.4% in Finland and 92.2% in Denmark6.
And what are the results that this model produces? A university attendance rate and diploma completion rate that is systematically higher than in Canada. While 37% of the active
Canadian population has a university degree, the analogous
rate is 40% in Sweden, 41% in Norway, 47% in Denmark
and 63% in Finland7.
5
6
7

Conclusion
As is often the case, an increase in tuition is primarily an
ideological choice. This Government defends a vision of
public services inspired by the user-pays principle: everybody must pay for the service that he or she “consumes”,
whether it be for their health, their education, etc. Faced
with such a Government, the future of our universities will
depend upon the success of these upcoming battles: either
the various artisans in our universities – the professors, the
sessional lecturers, the support staff, the students, etc. – will
regain the upper hand and reaffirm the paramountcy of the
fundamental mission of higher education (the transmission
of knowledge, the development of critical thinking, training
people to be good citizens, social commitment, etc.), or the
universities will be condemned to becoming vast technical
schools dedicated to satisfying the insatiable needs of the
market and personal ambition.  

Regards sur l’éducation – 2010, OCDE, 2010. (Education at a glance 2010,
OECD)
Regards sur l’éducation – 2011, OCDE, 2011. (Education at a glance 2011,
OECD)
Idem.

CARNETS - N° 26 - February 2012

7

FECQ
It can make all the difference between
continuing one’s education or not
The Fédération étudiante collégiale du Québec (FECQ), created in 1990, is a coalition of 23 college
student associations that represent more than 80,000 students whose mission is to defend the rights
and interests of its members, in other words, college students across Québec. It has achieved many
significant gains for the latter, over the years, thanks to various kinds of action.

The FECQ has undertaken a vast
information campaign and is inviting
its members to mobilize, just like their
parents and grandparents did in the
past. “It’s our turn to rally together,
stand up and do our part for future
generations. Our goal is to re-establish a freeze on tuition. We’ve been
working on this for nearly a year and
a half. The Government’s response to
us is that we students have to contribute
our fair share, and that no discussions
are possible. It’s with great reticence
that we are now contemplating, if
necessary, a general strike,” affirms
Léo Bureau-Blouin, the President of
FECQ.
The participation at the November 10,
2011 demonstration exceeded the
expectations and dissipated any doubts
about the degree of mobilization of
Québec students. “When so many
young people showed up, it sent a very
loud and clear signal. The Government
8
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wasn’t happy! It reacted by putting a
Web site on-line to promote an increase
in tuition, and it bought the domain
names of the student associations on
Google, which created quite the scandal in the National Assembly.” For
Léo Bureau-Blouin, the fact that the
Government is going on the attack
means that it had not foreseen such
an impressive mobilization and that
it was destabilized by the turnout. He
expects the Government to make other
very public moves to try to justify its
plan. “However, a recent study by
the Institut de recherche économique
contemporaine (IREC) has shown that
this increase will solve nothing. The
Government is hammering away that
billions of dollars must be invested
North of the 49th parallel, while
perhaps the Klondike is lying between
the two ears of young Québeckers! If
we were to invest only 10% of what’s
being planned for the Plan Nord in
Québec’s universities, we’d have
the best universities in the world,”
observes the President of FECQ.
He explains that at the end of the 1980s,
a student had to work three weeks at
minimum wage to pay for one year
of university and that today, this now
requires seven weeks of work to pay
for the same year of a university education. “And in five years, it will be 12
weeks of work that will be necessary.

So it’s quite clear that students are
taking on an increasingly heavier financial burden. To complete a Bachelors
Degree, one takes on an average of
$14,000 in debt. The Government
claims that loans and bursaries will
arrange everything, but what it doesn’t
say is that 80% of students don’t have
any access to it!!! These increases are
hitting the middle class… The very rich
will make do, but the overwhelming
majority will pay dearly.”

The primary cause of dropping out is
a lack of financial means. Education
is what makes Québec a prosperous
society, and we must ensure that
everybody can take advantage of it.
‘‘What the Government is proposing
to us is to limit accessibility to those
people who are better off. It’s simply
unjust. I think that the Government
wasn’t expecting such an outcry…
Of course, we will carefully scrutinize the budget that it will be presenting, but the Cabinet also has the
power to go back on this decision.
The Government is trying to imitate
the other Canadian provinces, while
elsewhere in Canada, they’re following Québec’s example and reducing tuition. The Government must
reverse its decision !”  
Interviews by France Désaulniers,
Communications advisor

CLASSE - Le gouvernement
CLASSE
doit reculer
The Government must reverse course
The Coalition large de l’ASSE (CLASSE) is a temporary coalition created on the heels of the
Association pour une solidarité syndicale étudiante (ASSE) to fight the increase in tuition and co
ordinate an unlimited general strike that is to take place during the winter 2012. It’s a union-type
umbrella organization that brings together more than 65,000 members from several college student
and university associations, from all Four Corners of Québec.
and to university, and this, regardless
of their socio-economic situation.
As long as higher education has a
cost associated with it, accessibility
becomes a matter to be dealt with.

Gabriel Nadeau-Dubois, spokesperson
for CLASSE, underlines right off the
bat that the primary goal of the struggle
is for the Charest Government to back
down on its decision to increase tuition. CLASSE goes one step further and
wants to take advantage of this societal
debate to put the matter of free education front and centre before public
opinion. It’s now or never!
“We believe that education must
become increasingly accessible,”
he affirms. This begins now with
stopping the increases in tuition, but
also, over the longer term, we have
to work towards abolishing tuition
altogether. The fundamental notion
underlying this demand is a person’s
right to an education. CLASSE feels
that education, from nursery school to
university, is a right and in practical
terms, that means that anyone and
everyone who wishes to and who has
the talent must be able to go to CEGEP

Since Jean Charest has been in power,
only one movement has been successful
in getting him to significantly reverse
course and that’s the student movement,
in 2005, underlines Gabriel NadeauDubois. “We’re not naïve, we know that
petitions are nice, that demonstrations
can be pleasant, that symbolic actions
can be uplifting, but we also know that
this Government appears to understand
only two languages: one is money and
the other is force. That means that if
we really want to have results, we
have to make Québec uncomfortable,
exercise genuine economic pressure,
and perhaps paralyse the education
system.”
CLASSE feels that the key is to make
the increase in tuition a far-reaching
society-wide issue. “If we demonstrate, if we go on strike, it’s much more
than a simple refusal to pay more. We
believe that Québec is at a crossroads,
that the political and economic elites
are cutting back in social services (education, health, etc.) in such a way as
to favour the most well off, but also
to line the pockets of the big corporations. The various citizen movements

that have emerged over the past year
(Occupy Wall Street, the movement
of «outraged» citizens) can certainly
take credit for putting all these issues
on the table. I believe that that’s why
popular support has been so convincing. Of course, our strike has one
specific demand, but it’s related to a
more general analysis and orientation.
We’re fighting to safeguard the heritage
of the Quiet Revolution, we’re fighting
to safeguard what makes Québec a
place where social inequality is not as
pronounced as elsewhere.”
CLASSE is seeking to have the
increases withdrawn when the
Government tables its next budget in
March. The coalition’s spokespeople
are confident that it can be done. He
recalls that the projected increase is
massive – 75% over five years – and
that this is over and above the increase
imposed in 2007. All of this totals a
whopping 125% under the Charest
Government.
“But above and beyond the statistics,
our principal weapon is our principles
and this struggle is a legitimate and just
one. All this gobbledegook has to stop
and we have to succeed in changing the
political landscape if our society is to
truly debate the issues. And this will be
a victory.”  
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FEUQ
Beyond the stakes in Québec
Meanwhile, the Fédération étudiante universitaire du Québec (FEUQ) brings together 15 member
associations that represent 125,000 students. Created after the freeze on tuition was lifted in 1989, it
is mandated to defend the rights and interests of university students, notably vis-à-vis governments,
actors in the education milieu and stakeholders in civil society.

Martine Desjardins is the President
of FEUQ. She feels that the issue of
family debt is at the very crux of the
matter. “We must fight to lower debt,
we must absolutely avoid the bottleneck that all too often leads people
to abandon their studies.”
The $325 annual cumulative increase
is presented as being reasonable,
but all the same represents a major
increase in tuition at the end of five
years. “And with this, I’m only talking about tuition, because if one
adds in the associated expenses, well
then, it’s absolutely absurd! In certain
universities, it runs in the thousands
of dollars. At McGill University, for
example, the associated expenses
can represent 40% of the bill that
students have to pay. This is not a
piddling sum!”, proclaims Martine
Desjardins.

10
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Of course, the parents who can will
help their children pay for their
education, but a recent Statistics
Canada survey reveals that families
have already attained their limit of
indebtedness. The FEUQ estimates
that parental contributions amount to
some $3,000 for a Bachelors Degree.
“How will families that are already
in debt be able to provide more help
to their children grappling with an
educational bill that doesn’t stop
growing? With this $1,625 increase,
Jean Charest is condemning families
to go into debt. This isn’t the future
that we want for Québec society !”
FEUQ points out that the financial
situation of students is an extremely
precarious one. In a report on paid
work while in school, it was observed
that students work an average of 20
hours per week. The announced
increase will raise this average to
26 hours of work per week. And in
another study on student debt, FEUQ
concludes that 65% of students will
have an average debt of $14,000 at
the end of their Bachelors Degree.
Meanwhile, the President of FEUQ
draws attention to a similar struggle
recently waged by the Canadian
Federation of Students. “In the rest
of Canada, they’re jealous of the

Québec model, a model that works
well and where a post-college education is relatively accessible.”
Some people claim that Québec
students are spoiled, that they
consume too much, that they
need only tighten their belts. In
my opinion, students’ needs have
changed. Today, a computer and
Internet access are essential tools if
you’re going to school,” she argues.
“Our mobilization will get the
Government to retreat on this. We are
immersed in a consultation process
and the feedback is encouraging.
Students at the higher levels are
joining in the movement. There
are discussions, they are getting
information, they’re anxious.
The Prime Minister, himself, has
to bae held accountable. “We’re
going to continue to mobilize to
ensure that the $1,625 increase in
tuition never sees the light of day.
If the Government continues to be
stubborn, to increase the burden on
students and the middle class, we’ll
have no choice, we too, but to resort
to a strike to make ourselves heard,”
concludes Ms. Desjardins.  

TOWARDS THE GENERAL STRIKE
Winter 2012
The student movement faces the largest increase in tuition of Quebec history. After petitions, demonstrations,
occupations, it is time to speak up. In recent decades, it is with the general strikes that students have achieved the
greatest gains.
December 20, 2011
Christmas carols and Christmas trees in front of the office of Education Minister, Line Beauchamp.
November 10, 2011
Demonstration against rising tuition fees in Montreal. The massive participation of students represents an historic
mobilization. 30,000 people
Summer 2011
Student camp erected in front of the MELS in Montreal. Public figures support the students. Launch of the campaign ‘‘$ 1,625 more, won’t pass!’’
March 31, 2011
National demonstration in Montreal to denounce the increase of tuition fees, the amount of which was announced
a few days earlier. Approximately 4000 people
March 24, 2011
Occupation of the offices of Finance Minister, Raymond Bachand.
March 12, 2011
Event under the theme ‘‘A fair budget: A matter of choice’’.
Approximately 55,000 people
December 9, 2010
Filing a petition of 30,000 names to the National Assembly.
December 6, 2010
National demonstration in Quebec during the Rencontre des partenaires en éducation, which was intended to
legitimize the new raise of tuition fees.
Approximately 4,000 people
October 21, 2010
Demonstration in Montreal against the Rencontre des partenaires en éducation.
Approximately 500 people
September 24, 2010
Campaign FECQ-FEUQ launched: Rising tuition fees is enough!
Occupation of the offices of Line Beauchamp, Minister of Education
April 1, 2010
Demonstration in Montreal following the provincial budget in order to denounce the antisocial measures. The
Minister of Finance includes planned increases in tuition.
Approximately 12 000 people
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