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Introduction:

The UTS Students’ Association (SA) is the elected student body which represents and advocates on behalf of  students studying at the University of Technology, Sydney (UTS). The SA is also the student body responsible for ensuring that the voices of students studying at UTS, are taken up and heard, in broader social and political forums and processes.

The Senate Inquiry into Poverty which is currently being organised by the Community Affairs References Committee has great relevance for the student movement, and provides an important vehicle for the SA to raise issues of concern to our  membership. We therefore welcome the opportunity to prepare this submission for the Committee’s consideration.

This paper will comment on the following Committee terms of reference: 

1(a) (i), (ii), (iii) & (iv)

1(b), (c)

2 (a).

The comments are not intended to be exhaustive but will instead, seek to raise some key student issues in relation to each of the above. 

Summary of key arguments underpinning SA submission:  “Poverty is, and will increasingly be, a student issue”. 

From the outset, this submission contends: 

· that any inquiry into poverty in Australia cannot exclude discussions of  student poverty which has increased exponentially in recent years;

· that access to higher education is a critical factor in increasing a person’s life chances and opportunities and minimising the likelihood of any future impoverishment; 

· that as workers, students are overly represented in those sectors of the labour market (eg, services sector) which are particularly vulnerable to restructuring, poor remuneration and casualisation.  That increasing numbers of  students have subsequently joined the ranks of the “working poor”;

·  that ongoing changes and shortcomings in (student) income support arrangements have increased levels of student poverty and have had a detrimental impact on student welfare, health, personal and psychological well-being and academic progression;

· that current Higher Education Contributory Scheme (HECS) payments are heightening the levels of poverty experienced by students both during and post their university studies (HECS debt); 

· that the Higher Education reforms proposed as part of the Federal Government’s  recent “Crossroads” review will exacerbate levels of student poverty and indebtedness.  Specifically, those reforms promoting a deregulation of fees, increasing payment of up-front fees, the introduction of market interest rates on student loans, university specialisation etc.
1. (a) the extent, nature and financial cost of:

     i)  poverty and inequality in Australia

The SA believes that the poverty experienced by students is an often-ignored issue in Australia and the complexities of this group are dismissed as a rights of passage until graduation. With graduate employment no longer a guarantee and the pressures of studying while surviving the increasing cost of living with a decreasing real income, we are seeing increasing numbers of students who are not coping with the severity of their poverty. While students are less likely to live in poverty after their graduation this is little comfort for students experiencing the effects of poverty. 

This is coupled with students from disadvantaged backgrounds who are finding it increasingly difficult to access and stay in higher education through increasing costs and decreasing support services. This is particularly true of indigenous students. The ongoing drive by the current government to rationalise the sector has led to worsening conditions for students and their ability to ‘live’ in poverty. The SA finds this unacceptable because for every student who succeeds there are those who live in such impoverishment that studying becomes impossible through health and money worries. These students often drop out to their own detriment with the possibility of studying again diminished through administrative processes (exclusion) or erosion of confidence. Increasingly, the SA caseworkers are seeing an exponential increase in the number of student excluded, appealing subject or up for misconduct offences within the University as a result of trying to balance study and the necessity to cover the cost of living. Students at UTS live in the most expensive city in Australia with exorbitant rents and increased costs (travel, food etc) which they cannot possibly hope to afford on government support alone. We would ask that the Senate consider students, whom make up an essential part of the community, are often living in less than ideal conditions.

ii) poverty amongst working Australians

In order to meet escalating fee increases and cost of living expenses, Australian University students are increasingly required to enter the labour market whilst undertaking their studies. The increasing rate of labour force participation by students has been well documented (eg, Bessant 1999; McInnis, et.al, 2000) and was the subject of a major research project conducted by the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) in 2001. This report entitled “Paying their Way: A Survey of Australian Undergraduate University Finances, 2000” found amongst other things that:

· seven in every ten students are in paid employment during university semesters-an increase by about one-half since 1984; and

· among full-time students the average number of hours worked by those in paid employment during the semester is 14.5 hours per week – a three-fold increase since 1984;1
This report also documented the detrimental effect that such work commitments were having in relation to academic progression, with students missing classes and falling behind in their studies to cover the costs of living. This trend has been repeatedly observed  by  SA caseworkers who are frequently working with student workers whose studies have suffered as a consequence of  over-commitment, tiredness, fatigue and an inability to meet subject requirements within designated timeframes. 

The SA believes that students are overwhelmingly situated in precarious employment areas (as casuals, shift-workers, part-time) and in industries that are low-paying such as the service and hospitality industries. Further, as result of the capping on income to receive Government benefits, a number of student are forced into black market areas of work where they receive reduced wages for non-declared income so as not to effect their benefit. This situation results in students being exploited for cheap labour more often than not and is a result of current government policy that, at a certain point, punishes students for working. The amount of money a student can earn over any given year ($6000) is often not enough to cover the costs of study and living but once that threshold is reached a student’s payments are severely reduced encouraging students not to work and live in poverty.  

The SA subsequently maintains that discussions of poverty amongst working Australians must be inclusive of the growing student workforce.

iii) Child poverty

The children of students who are studying and receiving minimal support is an issue that is rarely identified because of the hidden nature of this phenomena. Children of these parents are often forced to accompany their parents to their institutions or forced into inadequate carer situations. Adequate childcare remains an ongoing issue for a large number of students and has resulted in a wide range of difficulties for these students. While many students struggle to study and cover the cost of living, those with the burden of finding childcare are increasingly suffering under the current regime. Traditionally, most universities offered subsidised childcare but with increasing costs and demand, recent studies show these services are becoming increasingly harder to access.
 Increasingly, access to adequate childcare is a reason why students cannot continue studying or have sporadic attendance often resulting in failure which comes at a huge cost to the student due the fees they incur. Further, it makes access to higher education for people with child almost impossible.

iv) poverty in Australian communities and regions

As Senate Committee members would be aware, poverty is more acute and prevalent amongst rural, remote and regional Australia than in the capital cities. This is for a range of structural, socio/economic, geographic and historical reasons including but not limited to; economic restructuring (the move away from traditional primary industries and agriculture toward the “new” knowledge economy) globalisation, lack of access to jobs and industry development, drought, the decline in rural and regional services and infrastructure. Importantly, from the SA’s perspective, poorer access to higher education opportunities and a decline in university funding for regional/rural campuses are also critical factors which impact on the levels of poverty for people living in rural, remote and regional communities.

On a student level

The Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee recently confirmed in its report on Higher Education (“Universities in Crisis”) that although students from a lower socio-economic backgrounds (who are clearly more concentrated in rural and regional areas) were participating in greater numbers in the higher education system, they still did not participate in higher education in numbers proportional to their population numbers.  Amongst many other important findings this Committee also confirmed:

· In the year 2000, the number of indigenous Australians commencing students dropped by 15.2 per cent, while the overall number of indigenous students dropped by 8.14 per cent. They now comprise 1.23 per cent of the domestic student cohort the lowest such percent since 1996

· As a percentage of all commencing students in 1997, at a national level students from rural and isolated backgrounds had a low rate of access (18.3 per cent) relative to their population share (24.3%)2
The SA is alarmed by the lower (university) participation rates of students living in regional and remote communities and believes that much of the blame is attributable to the Howard Federal Government policies since election in 1996. Specifically, it’s ongoing role in overseeing the rapid decline in public funding for our higher education sector. 

This decline in public funding has manifest in an array of adverse implications for students and prospective students living in rural and regional areas.  First, because of their lower socio-economic background these students have less capacity to meet escalating university fees and charges. Unlike their city counterparts, many will not be able to supplement incomes with paid employment as jobs that compliment their study will not be available in local labour markets if they are any jobs available at all.

Second, these students are more likely (and inclined) to attend campuses which are based in their local communities and regions. Due to funding shortfalls, many course offerings will increasingly not be available to them (the foreshadowed cuts to humanities and nursing courses at the University of Western Sydney are a recent example of this). For many students/prospective students, they will either leave their communities to attend other campuses, or forego a higher education altogether. The SA believes that this shortfall in course offerings is likely to be compounded under the Federal Government’s Crossroads Review which not only advocates increasing specialisation by regional campuses but also the deregulation of fees which will price many regional campuses out of the market for certain courses and divert funding to city institutions. In addition, this review promotes the development of teacher only institutions which will invariably be established outside the inner city centres – arguably compromising the quality of education on offer to students outside the capital cities. 

Thirdly, the needs and support services required by students from rural, remote and regional areas, may be substantially different and more resource heavy than their city counterparts who typically have more ready access to a range of services which are provided off-campus in CBD locations. Funding shortfalls resulting in cuts to services on regional campuses, impact heavily on these students and may push them further into poverty, or preclude their access to university entirely. Cuts to medical services at the James Cook University of North Queensland was a pragmatic decision made by that institution’s administration as declining funds meant that this essential service had to be cut. This has forced students to seek medical attention off campus and being geographically removed from such infrastructure presents a number of problems for students. At our institution, English language and student support services  at the UTS Kuring-gai campus are just some examples of service cuts with negative implications for the student population.

Finally, students from a regional, remote or rural community are also at more risk  of falling into poverty if they are participating in an away-from -region campus. This is because of the additional cost factors that they will need to meet (Eg, housing, food, transport etc) and which cannot be sufficiently offset by declining income support payments (Austudy, Abstudy, Youth Allowance) and decreasing university and community support services.

On a broader level 

The SA recognises that Universities in regional and rural communities play a critical role in the social and economic development of the communities in which they are situated – vis a vis, the provision of educational opportunities to local communities and regions, provision of direct and indirect jobs, university-local industry partnerships, university consultancies, technology transfers, research and analysis etc.

According to the NTEU’s submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations Committee:

“Universities contribute….to economic activity and job creation more efficiently than any other industry. Every dollar spent on education will generate a total of around two dollars in value added throughout the Australian economy, while for every million dollars of output in education, 35 jobs will be created.3 

The Senate’s “University in Crisis” report provides detailed documentation on the importance of regional campuses for social and economic development of local communities and regions. The report states that the NSW Department of Education estimated that, taking into account wages, salaries, capital expenditure and all other operating expenses, the five regional NSW Universities combined inject almost $600 million directly into their regional economies each year; with flow on production and consumption, university expenditure results in $823 million value adding each year and sustains a total of 20,550 direct and indirect full time equivalent jobs in regional NSW. The Victorian Government estimated that the smallest regional university in Victoria, the University of Ballarat, provides an annual boost to its regional economy of around $100 million per annum.4
The SA is subsequently alarmed by the apparent unwillingness of the Federal Government to recognise the critical role played by regional campuses and to substantially increase their funding levels. Further, the government appears insistent on cutting deeper into the existing budgets of these universities. The recent announcement of the research funding crisis which is currently impacting on the University of Newcastle is an example of this. It is estimated by Senator John Cherry, Democrats’ Regional Development and Services spokesperson, that this campus will suffers cuts of up to 8% ($1.6 million) in research funding as the result of a new Commonwealth competitive funding model.5 In a city such as Newcastle which is undergoing major economic restructuring following the closure of it’s principal industry (steelworks) this is clearly short-sighted and will do nothing to arrest poverty levels or enhance regional development in the region.

1. (b) the social and economic impact of changes in the distribution of work, the level of remuneration from work and the impact of under-employment and unemployment.

Social and economic impact of changes in the distribution of work

Consistent with our earlier claims, the SA understands that student workers are overwhelmingly concentrated in the services and hospitality sectors of the labour market (fast food, call centres, supermarkets, restaurant/bars, sales, direct marketing etc).  As these are the growing areas of the economy, students are increasingly competing for available positions with the less skilled who have been pushed out of the traditional manufacturing and processing industries. They are also increasingly competing for these positions with marginalised workers such as women, working class youth and people from non-English speaking backgrounds. 

As also claimed earlier, these jobs are typically casualised, poorly remunerated, poorly unionised and subject to a range of occupational health and safety hazards including shift-work, irregular hours, abusive customers, noise and chemical pollution, workplace bullying and harassment. Because of the competition described above, it is unlikely conditions in these industries will improve in the foreseeable future. Employers in these areas are armed with the knowledge that there is an abundant supply of student workers who are ready to meet any labour shortages.

Further, students are often employed in highly exploitative, unregulated and “dangerous” areas of the services industry.  Note for example, the rise in sex work undertaken by university students.
 
As remuneration levels are so poor in many of the jobs undertaken by student workers, these workers are having to work increased hours in order to make ends meet. Study, family life and friendships, health and psychological wellbeing all suffer as students attempt to balance their work and study commitments. In addition, the idea of a university campus as a site for a range of other collectivist activities, (eg, clubs, action groups) begins to break down as students are increasingly forced to take an instrumental view of academic life. 

Graduate unemployment/under-employment

Access to employment opportunities for university graduates continues to be subject to both the vagaries of the marketplace and the policy agendas of the political parties. Not so long ago for instance, there was a surfeit of work (at excellent rates of pay) for IT graduates following the boom in this industry. However, unemployment for IT graduates is clearly on the rise as the industry restructures and downsizes. Further, the employment prospects for graduates of the humanities and arts (eg, social workers, public sector employees) whose conditions are being savaged by the economic rationalist agendas of the Government place these graduates in a precarious position.

While the SA recognises that economic and industry restructuring are ongoing, we believe that students must be better informed  and equipped  to deal with adjustments and fluctuations in the labour market through improved income support arrangements, rebuttal of industry/media hype, survival skills, more flexible entry points into employment. We also believe that governments have a responsibility to intervene in the marketplace to ensure that the levels and affects of graduate unemployment are minimised and abated through sound industrial and industry policies.

Finally, graduate unemployment can result in a range of negative personal, psychological, financial and social consequences  - particularly in view of the high employment expectations of graduates upon completion of their studies. Not being able to fully utilise their skills and knowledge and/or having to find work in areas outside their training, can be extremely disillusioning for graduates. Arguably, it is also extremely detrimental for the broader society that has failed to capitalise on graduate potential, capabilities and energies.

The impact of unemeployment and underemployment

The Senate Committee would undoubtedly appreciate that unemployment and underemployment can have a devastating impact on university students, given their increasing reliance on paid employment throughout their studies. This is particularly so, for students who do not receive any other sources of income support during the course of their studies, and/or if they herald from an equity group, have special needs, are a carer, or come from a financially disadvantaged background.

Unemployment/underemployment can result in a range of negative consequences for students. Aside from housing, nutritional and health issues it can lead to a withdrawal from courses, an inability to pay fees/charges, an inability to purchase textbooks, pay for printing etc. In a number of studies it has been cited that in cooler climates students cannot pay for basic necessities such as heating as well as other essentials. 

Finally, it goes without saying that the experience of unemployment and underemployment for university graduates can be as equally debilitating for university graduates as it is for those people who do not possess tertiary qualifications. 

b) effectiveness of income support arrangements

The current levels of support for students through Youth Allowance, Austudy and Abstudy are woefully inadequate to cover the cost of study and are forcing more students into work situations as discussed in other sections. Youth Allowance is currently 37% below the poverty line when the maximum benefit is received with steep decreases when students work (the more they work, the less benefit they get).
 The changes to the welfare system in 1996 which led to the creation of the Common Youth Allowance led to a radical reinvention of the welfare system for students which meant that the age a student receiving Youth Allowance was increased to 25 resulting in many students receiving a large decrease in their payments. Further, more stringent and invasive tests of parental income led to further reductions for some students which corresponded in the sharp rise in student participation in the workplace. As 

Bessant also observes, the reduction of welfare benefits for people under the age of 21 has further encouraged young people into higher education because they have little chance of getting long term or meaningful employment because of the high rates of youth unemployment. The onerous nature of the welfare system which essentially harasses recipients through mutual obligation and other regressive notions until they get a job, enter further study or drop out. The higher participation in education reflects a strategy to curb youth unemployment but does little to address notions of poverty that exist for those reliant on welfare benefits. It is essential that the notion of a living wage for all recipients of welfare benefits is addressed as it is created a class of poverty that is not seen or heard in mainstream Australia.

This is further compounded by the HECS debts that students are accumulating during the length of their degree. We have recently seen students refused loans because of their HECS debt and while most graduates are likely to get a job, the debt they incur limits their ability to participate in the community. The current proposals by the Education Minister to partially deregulate the fees system, it is likely that students will suffer long after their degree while paying back exorbitant HECS debts.

Abstudy

Indigenous participation in higher education has been particularly hard hit by changes to Abstudy. A number of submissions to the recent Crossroads inquiry as well as the Universities in Crisis Senate Inquiry, all evidence real links between for example changes to Abstudy and the decline in indigenous enrolment. We submit that living allowances must be increased as a priority to ameliorate the widening the gap of educational disadvantage. 

The Crossroads report in effect asserted that there is no evidence to make the link between educational exclusion and living on a reduced income.  A few examples of evidence that the commonwealth has reference to are:

· DETYA’S Annual Report 1995-1996 which notes that Abstudy is a “major contributing factor to improving retention rates for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students”.

· The 1998 ATSIC review of Abstudy conducted by Stanley and Hansen which established both that ASBTSUDY has been successful in enabling access to education however that the full potential of Abstudy enabling educational access depends on increasing payments given the comparatively lower economic status of indigenous peoples.

Changes to Abstudy, such as those which were wrought by the Indigenous Education (Supplementary Assistance) Amendment Bill 1999 have resulted in reduced levels of income support for many indigenous students (particularly the mature aged). It is no coincidence that Abstudy changes occurred at the same time as the decline in participation.

· Fewer students now receive Abstudy, and many receive reduced payments (particularly in the over 21 age group).  

· Indigenous enrolments fell from 8367 in 1999 to 7342 in 2002, a fall of 18 per cent, and a reversal of a decade of steadily increasing enrolments. 

· The effect of means testing and bringing ABTSUDY into line with the common youth allowance has had a ‘mainstreaming’ effect and does not recognise distinct differences

The SA calls for Abstudy to be increased and legislated for as an adequate and permanent income as opposed to its current status as ‘discretionary’ funding.

Recent ACOSS figures are that students on social security payments are between 20 and 39 per sent below the Henderson poverty line. The effect of inadequate social security payment for indigenous students serves to enforce practices of exclusion.

c) effectiveness of other programs

One of the major impacts in the decrease of funding to the higher education sector is the decrease in support infrastructure. This can take the shape of the actual cutting of support programs or increasing demand on existing services without any increase in resources to cope with these demands resulting in a lessened or compromised service. The upswing in student numbers in recent years at UTS has not been met by any large increase in support services which often play a vital role in a student’s life. 

Of particular concern are regional universities. As reported the decision by James Cook University to rely on external medical providers has  had a profound impact on the welfare of students on campus. Regional universities generally have more disadvantaged and ‘first in their family’ students. The needs, expectations and support services for these students tend to be more resource heavy than their city counterparts whom can more readily rely on services outside the University. The erosion of these essential services such as financial support, counselling and medical facilities which were traditionally provided by universities are under such pressure or simply unavailable that impoverished students are often reluctant to seek out these treatments because of the inherent costs in these services and the associated costs (such as travel). 

We believe that current proposals by the Minister for Education will further erode campus conditions and place students in a more precarious position both financially and in relation to their access to services. 

  2. The impact of changing industrial conditions on the availability, quality and reward for work.

The SA understands “changing industrial conditions” to mean; the increased casualisation of work, the decline in collective bargaining and the rise of individual contracts coupled declining levels of workplace unionism. On that basis, the SA provides the following brief comments in relation to the availability, quality and rewards for students who are engaged in the services economy.

Availability

As service sector employees, student workers stand to “gain” from the increasing availability of casual, part-time and shift-work positions which have been created in the services economy. Further research into the sexual division of labour in the services sector is required however, in order to determine whether the availability of such work will be shared equally among members of both sexes – and whether the growth in services work will “compensate” for the decline of more traditional (male dominated) employment areas. 

Quality

As a precarious area of employment with low union density, the quality of work experienced by student workers is likely to be poor. The hours are likely to be long and irregular, the work dull and repetitive, and these workers are unlikely to have much say in the organisation and delivery of their work. There will be clear power imbalances between these student workers and their managements.

Student workers are therefore likely to  have some difficulties balancing their studies with the requirements and demands of their workplaces – particularly if their working arrangements do not provide sufficient flexibility to attend their studies.

Reward

With the lack of union organisation and the industrial clout which follows, many student workers will be experiencing extremely low rates of pay and experiencing poor working conditions generally. Increasingly, they will be subject to individual employment contracts which may undercut the conditions and pay of non-student workers.

                                             ………………………..
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