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On the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

Context

This submission addresses the terms of reference of the inquiry by the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee from the viewpoint of the Northern Territory University (NTU).
NTU is a unique institution.  It is located in Darwin with significant campuses at Casuarina and Palmerston.  It also operates from small regional centres in Nhulunbuy, Jabiru, Katherine and Tennant Creek, and has a presence in Alice Springs through association with Centralian College and as a partner with the Flinders University of South Australia in the Centre for Remote Health.  Through these locations and with some capacity for delivery by distance education, NTU services all of the Northern Territory which, although representing one sixth of Australia’s land mass, has a population of less than 200 000, more than half of whom live in Darwin and surrounding areas.

Higher education and TAFE are fully integrated at NTU.  Approximately 5 500 of its 14 000 students are studying higher education programs; it is estimated that equivalent full-time student load is about the same for the two sectors.  The combination of higher education and TAFE offers significant educational benefits as well as economies of scale.  Nevertheless, the need to maintain a reasonable range of programs to service local requirements raises issues of viability in some areas.  Also, the extent to which economies may be achieved through integration is limited by boundaries imposed by the two sector systems.

The University has developed a relatively strong research profile built around a small number of areas of strength relevant to the Territory’s location and environment.  The institution has fostered collaboration among research agencies and is emerging as a key player in promoting innovation in the Northern Territory.  The University hosts a Cooperative Research Centre and is a significant contributor to four others.  It also hosts an ARC Key Centre and is a partner in the Information Technology and Communications Incubator of the Northern Territory.

NTU has about 300 international students on campus in Darwin, with a further 400 studying overseas, mainly in Malaysia, through twinning and other arrangements.  There is a developing focus on attracting study abroad students from the USA.

Funding

NTU depends heavily on Government funding for both its higher education and TAFE programs.  Income from other sources, including fee paying students, is growing but it is unrealistic to expect a substantial increase in the immediate future.  While Darwin and NTU have attractions they do not have the drawing power of larger cities and more established and prestigious institutions.  Further, while local business and industry support the University in a number of ways, including quite generously through the University Foundation, they are unlikely to become a significant source of recurrent funding in the immediate future.  In short, NTU’s access to private funding is severely limited, and it will have difficulty maintaining its current activities, let alone growing and developing, if government funding fails to keep pace with increasing costs.

Funding provided by the Commonwealth for higher education is driven by demand through student load targets.  In the case of NTU, there is some recognition of higher costs, through a loading of around 20%.  However, the University has argued repeatedly that this loading is inadequate, that it does not take proper account of factors particularly relevant to the Territory, such as the high cost of travel and recruitment, or of significant diseconomies of scale.

There is a real need for higher education in the Territory, across a broad range of fields.  Educated and skilled people are required for the Northern Territory workforce and to provide a sound knowledge base for development.  There is a strong need to provide local training in certain professions so that graduates will have a proper understanding of issues particularly relevant to the Territory.  For example, social work, psychology, law, nursing and education are areas which require special emphasis on local needs, particularly those relevant to the Indigenous population.  Similarly, other areas of study such as tourism and hospitality, southeast asian studies, science, engineering and the creative arts need to a large extent to be focused on the social, cultural or economic development of the Territory.

Local provision of higher education is also necessary to build and retain the Territory population.  The cost of sending students interstate to study is prohibitive for many school leavers and their families and, in any case, many families wish to stay together.  A consequence of no local provision would be a lack of attractiveness to families; many already here would leave while fewer new ones would come.  Further, it is well known that when students travel elsewhere to study, many do not return.  Of course, without local provision, the many part-time students who study at NTU would have limited opportunity for study.

Against these needs, however, student demand is relatively low in many areas and the market is thin.  Under the current funding regime courses in essential but low to moderate demand areas might not be viable.  Further, fluctuations in demand can be sufficient to draw into question, at times, the viability of courses for which demand is generally reasonably strong.  This is a critical issue for regional universities, and especially for one as remote as NTU, where the solution of dividing up low demand areas among universities in close proximity to maintain a service is not applicable.  A related issue is that it is difficult to respond to new areas of demand or to develop new markets when vital funds are tied up in non or barely viable areas.

Increasing competition is clearly detrimental in the environment just described.   Even small success by a competitor can affect the viability of courses because of insufficient demand.  The other side of the competitive coin is no better.  It is particularly challenging to attract students away from a more prestigious competitor which is likely to be offering a wider range of opportunities at a lower cost of both tuition and living.

It is instructive to review the impact of tightening government funding on NTU over recent years.  With other universities, NTU has had a reduction in projected funding and absorbed a significant salary increase.  Without direct additional support from the Northern Territory Government, the University would not have been able to consider a further salary increase in the current bargaining round.

Over the past four years staffing supported by recurrent funding has been reduced through redundancies, voluntary early retirements and attrition.  In most areas and particularly those currently of high demand, notably nursing, education and information technology, workloads are extremely high.  Staffing is also generally thin.  In some areas where student demand is reasonably strong staffing levels are barely sufficient to provide programs of reasonable breadth and allow staff to attend to scholarship and research activities.  In some cases this can lead to difficulty in meeting professional accreditation requirements.  In some areas of low demand, staff numbers are insufficient to sustain the academic and scholarly atmosphere normally expected in a University.  Generally, it is difficult to cope with staff illness and to meet leave entitlements.  

There is an increasing reliance on franchising or other arrangements with other institutions, to ensure that a reasonable range of options remains available.  A positive aspect of this is an agreement with Open Learning Australia to have all of its units available through NTU, providing the institution with an almost instantly increased capacity for distance education.  In association with this, the University has developed an interactive learning capability in response to emerging globalisation and e-delivery issues; this essential development, including the necessary infrastructure, has been limited by lack of funds.  In general, little funding can be made available for strategic initiatives.

A consequence of redundancies has been a reduction in the number of units available, so reducing on-campus options.  Further, although teaching quality has been maintained, there is some dissatisfaction among students about franchising arrangements and the use of distance education units from other institutions to fill gaps.  As the staff and student body at NTU is such a significant proportion of the Darwin community, changes have a very substantial impact.   There is a perception in some quarters that quality has been affected.  This is reinforced by the lower level of administrative service consequent upon inadequate resources.  With the loss of programs such as English Literature and reductions in the breadth of experience on campus in areas such as psychology, engineering, anthropology and economics, expectations are not being met, and it is of concern that this may lead to a loss of public confidence in the institution.  This could have an impact on local demand and consequently on funding.

It is a simple fact that NTU cannot maintain the quality of all of its currently offered courses for much longer under the existing funding arrangements.  Strategies for the future are presently being explored by the University Council in a project supported by the Northern Territory and Commonwealth Governments.

Recent changes in research funding, particularly in relation to research students, are also likely to impact negatively on NTU, again because the changes do not properly account for local circumstances.  While the Commonwealth has been reasonable in its approach to phasing in the scheme, in the long run the vagaries of demand and the difficulties of competition on a still uneven playing field are likely to be reflected in reduced funding.  This would, of course, limit NTU’s capacity to service the research needs of the Territory, even through a continuing narrow focus on areas of social and economic relevance.  The need for research in the Territory on issues of special significance to the Territory is self evident, and the importance of research (and development) to the growth of the economy is the same as in other jurisdictions.  

Firstly, although the focus here is on higher education, it is important, at least for NTU, that the relationship of the sector with the vocational education and training sector not be overlooked.  The integration of TAFE and higher education in NTU suits the population mix in the Territory, providing many pathways for study and broad access to the community.  This benefit and the potential to achieve economies of scale were the basis for establishing NTU in its current form.  However, while economies have been achieved in some areas, such as the maintenance of infrastructure, it is difficult to realise the full potential when the University is effectively treated as two institutions for the purposes of funding and reporting.  This means that in some aspects the University has to operate as two institutions to meet the requirements of the funding authorities; it does not fit a standard mould and so is denied the full benefits of its structure.

For NTU and other regional universities government policy and the provision of public funding must recognise:

· access to funding other than government sources is limited

· delivery costs in regional and remote areas are high and increasing

· diseconomies of scale

· the impact of soft demand and fluctuations in demand

· the need to provide a reasonable range of study opportunities and related services

· the disadvantages of increasing competition in thin markets

· that franchising and other similar arrangements offer only partial solutions

· the need to encourage research of local relevance
· the diversity of institutions.
Equality of Opportunity

In recent years the pattern of enrolment at NTU has changed.  More students are enrolling but they tend to study at a slower rate, possibly to spread the higher cost over a longer period.  The possible impact of this on completion rates, whether or not a result of changes to HECS, should be examined.

NTU has a catchment area in which several of the equity target groups are strongly represented.  As a result of NTU’s open access policy and pathways between TAFE and higher education a greater proportion of students is likely to come from target equity groups.  Ongoing problems with definitions of some of these groups mean that the Commonwealth’s targeted funding mechanisms for students in disadvantaged groups do not adequately provide the resources required to ensure their participation and success in higher education.

Although the proportion of Indigenous students in higher education at NTU is among the highest in the country, it still does not correspond to the proportion (-27%) of Indigenous people in the community.  Interestingly, the proportion of Indigenous students in TAFE is much higher.  One possible reason for this is that TAFE is much more active in regional and remote areas, and higher education could follow this approach to some extent.  For example, higher education preparatory programs could be delivered in regional centres, improving access for people generally in these regions but particularly for Indigenous people.  Again, however, funding is an issue as distances are great and access is sometimes problematic.  For example, Nhulunbuy is not generally accessible by road and where it is necessary to move equipment to service remote communities a barge is sometimes the only mode of transport.  TAFE funding for delivery in the regions is currently inadequate.

A probable factor in the difference between higher education and TAFE participation rate for Indigenous students is the poor completion rates of Indigenous students in secondary schooling.  The Collins Report: Learning Lessons: An Independent Review of Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory recently found an alarming rate of Indigenous children not attending school, suggesting that the numbers proceeding to higher education may well decline in the future.  This underscores the value of (a properly resourced) integrated higher education and TAFE institution in providing stronger opportunities for Indigenous students to progress from TAFE to higher education.

The effect of changes to HECS on completion rates should be examined.  Improved definitions of target equity groups and mechanisms for funding them are needed.  Additional funding is required if higher education programs are to be available to remote areas, including Indigenous communities.

Staffing

Regional institutions have more difficulty attracting academic staff than their metropolitan counterparts.  For NTU the issue is significant because Darwin is remote from the rest of Australia and perceived to be a small frontier town in difficult tropical conditions. Potential staff express concern about the lack of access to colleagues, availability of facilities for families, access to relatives, travel requirements and the high cost of living.  A necessary but perhaps not sufficient counter to these concerns is attractive remuneration packages.

On a global basis Australian salaries for academics are not competitive. University salaries are also not competitive in many professional areas.  For example, lawyers with 3-5 years practice can attract higher salaries than Associate Professors.  The situation is becoming increasingly difficult for regional and smaller universities in which the capacity to pay increases without supplementation is limited.  In order to attract staff such institutions need to be able to offer more than metropolitan and larger institutions, yet under the current enterprise bargaining system it is likely that they will offer less and so not be competitive.

In the Northern Territory there is an additional challenge arising from the University’s inability to match pay increases in the Northern Territory Public Service.  The University is unable to retain experienced administrative staff in the face of such local competition.

Incentives such as additional tax relief are needed to encourage academics to take and retain positions in regional institutions such as NTU.  The impact of the enterprise bargaining system should be examined in the context of the current funding regime to determine whether such institutions have been able to maintain salaries and conditions that are competitive with their metropolitan counterparts.

Contribution to Economic Growth

There is no doubt that universities have the capacity and potential to contribute to economic growth.  This can be no more evident than in regional Australia.  NTU’s importance to the development of the Northern Territory is fundamental and obvious.  It is identified as a major contributor in the NT Government’s strategic document Foundations of our Future.
The nature of the contribution is extensive.  NTU provides education and training for the people of the Territory, it helps to attract and retain families, stabilising the population and supporting its growth, it provides employment for a substantial part of the community, it attracts resources through fee paying students and research contracts, it contributes to the development of industry and it supports innovation.  The investment by the Commonwealth and Northern Territory Governments in NTU twelve years ago has proved to be well worthwhile.

NTU barely has the capacity currently to support the existing level of growth in the Territory.  Additional investment is required to allow it to provide better support for the defence build-up in the Territory, including the provision of study opportunities for defence force members and their families.  Also, NTU’s capacity to respond to major new initiatives such of those offered by the Alice Springs to Darwin railway and Timor Gap oil and gas is limited without such investment.  

The University also has a role in ensuring that all segments of the community are able to contribute to and benefit from economic growth.  This emphasizes the need for education and training opportunities for the Indigenous population and for the many ethnic groups, many from Asian countries, living in the Territory.  The University’s ability to meet these needs is dependent on the availability of resources.

The contributions that universities make to all aspects of regional development should be better recognised and taken into account in the provision of funding.  Adequate funding for regional universities should be seen as an investment, not a cost.

Regulation

Australia’s universities do not need further regulation.  They should continue to be self-accrediting.  Quality assurance reviews should be limited to determining that institutions have adequate and appropriate processes in place and that they work.

The regulatory system for Australia’s universities should take proper account of the diversity of the system and recognise the autonomy of the institutions.

Conclusion

The primary thrust of this submission has been about the need for realistic public investment in Australia’s regional institutions, recognising that it is essential to take into account circumstances which are not adequately addressed in a reliance solely on student demand and market behaviour.  The issues are clear in the context of the Northern Territory University which has an important role to play in the ongoing development of Northern Australia.
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