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23 April 2001 

ATTENTION:
Mr John Taylor

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations,

Small Business and Education References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA   ACT    2600

Dear Sir,

SUBMISSION – THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET

AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS

At the outset, I thank you for your extension of time for my Council to prepare a response to your reference committee.

I now have much pleasure in submitting my Council’s response.

Yours sincerely

Don McKenzie

CORPORATE MANAGER

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

City of Greater Shepparton

Submission

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations,

Small Business and Education Reference Committee

Inquiry Into

The Capacity of Public Universities to Meet

Australia’s Higher Education Needs

April 2001

For Information, please contact:

Mr Don McKenzie, Manager, Corporate Development

City of Greater Shepparton, Nixon Street, Shepparton, Vic, 3632

Tel  03 5832 9847   Fax  03 58313373
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Section One: Executive Summary 

The City of Greater Shepparton (COGS) submission focuses on the importance of meeting Australia’s higher education needs in the regional context. 

Shepparton is suffering a serious “brain drain” at the higher education level. In 2000, 3257 people with permanent addresses in the Goulburn statistical Local Area were studying at higher education institutions. But only 344 of these people were at universities in the area. The other 2,913 had to look elsewhere. The inadequate provision of higher education in the region results in a low participation rate (1.2% in 1996, against 3.9% for the Australian population), and a low proportion of graduates (4.7% in 1996, against 10.6% for the Australian population).

Shepparton is a thriving metropolis and region. Its growing economy requires strong input from higher education. Major industries include agriculture and horticulture, major food processing industries, light and medium manufacturing, transport, business and professional services, health and community services and education. Shepparton’s population is almost 60,000 and growing at more than 1% p.a.; the regional population is 160,000.

La Trobe University and The University of Melbourne both have small campuses in the region. But there are far too few funded university places to build up the “critical mass” of students which Shepparton requires to become an attractive university centre. 

COGS is putting considerable effort into building Shepparton as a major education centre. COGS is working with tertiary institutions to develop additional student accommodation. COGS is currently developing its own strategy to develop Shepparton as a university city. COGS’s view is that Australia needs fresh models to secure appropriate development of higher education in regional centres. It is not a matter of Shepparton getting a university of its own. The requirement is to have adequate provision of higher education services in the city to stop the brain drain, and catch up on the backlog.

COGS recommends that the commitment of federal resources to higher education  be more closely linked with regional needs, and that in order to minimize the impact of the “under-education trap” on different parts of Australia, there should be reasonable parity between  regions in the distribution of federal higher education resources. This is analogous to the idea of a “voucher system” for the regions.

The submission specifically addresses seven terms of reference, noting inter alia: a need for more funded places to meet rising demand for higher education in the region; the need for resources to attract quality staff and tailor make courses to maintain high standards; the fact that specialist regional teaching can provide valuable services to metropolitan campuses; that considerable resources are required for marketing purposes to lift participation rates and demand for graduates in the region; that the costs to families of having to send their children away to university are high compared with any government provided rent assistance; that regional education centres need support to provide student accommodation; and that education has a strong multiplier effect in the region.

Section Two: Introduction

The City of Greater Shepparton (COGS) welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to this important Senate Committee inquiry. Our perspective is that while the terms of reference focus mainly on funding questions at the macro-level, they also raise vitally important regional issues.

It matters greatly where higher education takes place. The geographical aspect is often and easily overlooked. The subject of the Committee’s inquiry is “Australia’s higher education needs”. The geographic dimension of these needs is of major importance in the current Australian context. This submission highlights how important it is for the Committee to take specific account of regional needs in relation to higher education.  These needs relate both to people living in regional Australia, and to the needs of regional centres themselves. Regional Australia needs higher education to keep pace with change and development. Regional Australia needs the multiplier effects of higher education. In the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, major cities felt they had to have a university of their own. In the Twenty First Century, major regional cities such as Shepparton require a strong university presence, and the provision of higher education services.  With this, they become university cities.

COGS’s clear perception is that the higher education needs of the Shepparton region are not being adequately catered for. La Trobe University has a small campus in Shepparton, but it provides places only for 200-250 students. The University of Melbourne has the Department of Rural Health in Shepparton and the Dookie Campus 38 km from Shepparton, but neither meets the needs of large numbers of students from the area. Nor do any of them attract substantial numbers from out of the area.

In effect, therefore, Shepparton’s situation in relation to higher education remains debilitating for the region
. In 2000, only 10.5% of university students with permanent addresses in the Goulburn Statistical Local Area were studying at institutions in the area. While 344 were at institutions in the area, 2,913 had to look elsewhere
. Compounding this problem, the area has a low participation rate in higher education. The 1996 census showed that only 1.2% of people in the area were attending university or other tertiary institutions, compared to 3.9% of the Australian population as a whole. Very few students are attracted from outside the region - in 1999, the number was 120. According to the DETYA Atlas of Higher Education, the Goulburn Statistical Local Area is the fifth highest “exporter” (i.e. loser) of higher education students in Australia, and it is the highest in Victoria.

Whatever figures we take, the net effect is a massive brain drain, which surely overshadows the region’s otherwise bright economic prospects. From COGS’s perspective, the situation needs to be brought much closer to balance, with the number of students leaving being roughly equivalent the number who come in. Few people should need to have to go outside the region to obtain higher education. Large courses should be available, on favourable terms, and well-promoted, in Shepparton. Once a critical mass of tertiary education students is built up, and a stronger university city culture established, it can be expected that fewer students will be disposed to leave, and that larger numbers will be willing to come.

The current situation compounds the area’s generally weak higher education profile. The 1996 census showed that 4.7% of people in the area have a bachelor degree or higher. This is less than half the Australia-wide figure of 10.6%.
 The lack of higher education institutions in the area makes it well nigh impossible for substantial numbers of mature age students in the area ever to obtain any form of higher education. 

In effect, Shepparton is caught in an “under-education trap”. There is a low participation rate because of the lack of higher education facilities in the area. Many of those who do participate in higher education have to leave in order to get their education.  The lack of higher facilities prevents any serious attempts to catch up on the backlog among mature age students. The lack of higher education facilities will also deter some people from coming to Shepparton.

This “under-education trap” is a profoundly serious problem. In the view of COGS, there is only one solution. More higher education must be provided in situ in Shepparton, and other regions in similar situations. If unaddressed, the problem has the potential to cause the region to underperform economically, and to miss opportunities. Granted that so much of the region’s industry is export-oriented, and granted also Australia’s need for more exports, the issues need to be prioritised and effectively tackled. As an immediate step in the Shepparton region, there needs to be a systematic needs analysis for higher education in the area. This needs analysis would be related to the wide range of economic activity in the region, including agriculture and horticulture, food processing light and medium manufacturing, transport, business and professional services, health and community services, and education. A comprehensive needs analysis would make an important contribution to identifying current and prospective areas of educational need and demand. It could provide a basis for determining and opening up useful pathways which could attract people to higher education. Opportunities for part time study for mature age students are likely to be of particular importance. Without such opportunities, such students are likely to be locked into their current situation, and consequently locked out of realizing their potential.

There is a more general point. Australia needs fresh models to secure appropriate development of higher education in regional centres. This is a challenge for all levels of government, for education providers, and for research organizations. Governments and political parties are dedicating a great deal of effort and attention to regional solutions. Addressing the higher education needs of regional centres, particularly those which do not have their own universities or major regional campuses of metropolitan universities, is an important part of the whole mosaic. It is easier to deal with how regionally involved universities should meet the needs of their region, than determine how the higher education needs of unserviced or underserviced regions can be addressed.

The City of Greater Shepparton (COGS) is giving priority to the tertiary education needs of the City and the region. COGS has taken the lead in helping institutions to work together in areas of common need. Student accommodation is an important example. Regional centres which offer a relatively small amount of tertiary education can easily find themselves in a catch-22 situation, where the absence of student accommodation prevents the institutions from generating more demand, while at the same time, the lack of student demand stifles the creation of more accommodation. This issue is analysed in greater detail below, particularly in relation to the need for resources.

COGS takes the view that regions need to be proactive, and develop strategies of their own to obtain the higher education services which they believe they require. Educational institutions may have their own agendas and interests, which may not coincide with the needs and interests of the region. In the entrepreneurial world of education, efforts by regions to develop their own perspectives and strategies, to identify their needs, and to secure the best possible provision of higher education to meet these needs, deserve strong support. 

In the light of the foregoing analysis, COGS makes two broad recommendations:

That Australia’s national interest requires that the commitment of federal resources to higher education should be more closely linked with regional needs, and

That in order to minimize the impact of the “under-education trap” on different parts of Australia, including urban as well as regional areas, reasonable parity between  regions in the distribution of federal higher education resources should be adopted as a national government policy goal. 

Based on the foregoing analysis and these recommendations, this submission addresses the relevant Terms of Reference of the Inquiry.

Section Three: Analysis and Recommendations on Inquiry Terms of Reference

Term of Reference (a) i: “The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to: the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand…”

The current allocation of funded places to Shepparton is totally inadequate for public universities to manage and serve increasing demand in the area. 

Although the participation rate for the Shepparton region is traditionally low, as already noted, demand for higher education appears to be on the rise. The Atlas of Higher Education cites a figure of 2187 people in the Goulburn area attending university according to the 1996 census, and a figure of 3696 people (including distance education students) with permanent addresses in the Goulburn area studying at university according to DETYA higher education 1999 statistics. While the figures may not be exactly comparable, they appear to indicate substantial growth in demand.

Against this level of demand, COGS understands that there are only some 400-500 funded (i.e. “HECS”) places available, in total, at the Dookie campus of The University of Melbourne and the Shepparton campus of La Trobe University. This is nowhere near sufficient to encourage formation of the necessary “critical mass” of students that is required for Shepparton to be able to become an attractive higher education centre, and thus meet the region’s higher education needs. The fact that Dookie is 38 km from Shepparton compounds this problem.

Term of Reference (a) iii: “The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to: the quality and diversity of teaching and research …”

High quality, specialist academic staffing – which is a key ingredient of quality teaching - is a matter of the highest priority in the provision of higher education in a regional area such as Shepparton. Without this, success at the level achieved by students at a university’s metropolitan campus may be difficult to attain. We assume that the degrees awarded to students who study in a regional setting should be the same in standard and general content as those awarded to students at main motropolitan campuses. Attracting and holding high quality staff – either on a full time or a part time basis – is difficult in regional areas.  COGS believes that with the expansion of higher education in Shepparton, there may be opportunities for higher education institutions, together with businesses and organizations including government, to co-operate in attracting and utilizing high quality staff. This is an area where government may need to develop innovative approaches.

In a regional setting, the special needs, interests and aspirations of the students need to be taken into account, especially in matters of course design, teaching, etc. For example, where “Marketing Services” might be an appropriate unit in a capital city, “Marketing Primary Production” might be more appropriate in Shepparton, teaching similar principles, but with a more relevant business focus. Funding needs to be such as to allow both the flexibility and the development time required by this more individualized approach to the quality and diversity of teaching.

Specialist regional teaching has the potential to provide useful services. For example, vocationally relevant higher education courses and subjects are widely proving more attractive to students and employers. A relatively small campus such as we would like to see developed in Shepparton would be well-placed to identify vocationally relevant courses, because it can easily form close relationships with community, governmental and business interests. Innovative courses could be trialled effectively. Because Shepparton is a base for a number of significant international export companies as well as businesses with a regional focus, Shepparton would provide a useful opportunity for any university offering courses there to draw a substantial benefit along these lines for the whole university. In a regional setting, it is relatively easy for an organization like COGS to assist in providing forums in which relevant business/university relationships could be developed. Such forums would also help identify distinctive needs of the region.

Term of Reference (b) i & ii: “The effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on the quality and diversity of education, and the production of sufficient numbers of appropriately-qualified graduates to meet industry demand”

The relatively low participation rate in higher education, and the relatively low proportion of graduates in the Shepparton region, have already been highlighted.  COGS does not wish to venture into debates about private versus public funding. But COGS does note that special efforts are likely to be required to raise participation rates in the absence of an entrenched culture, especially if the economic circumstances of the people concerned are not easy.

COGS would be willing to play a substantial part in developing and implementing measures to foster increased participation in higher education in the region, taking account of the increasing reliance on private education and market behaviour. But COGS would expect appropriate federal government support in such efforts, bearing in mind that achievement of the objective serves the national as well as the regional interest.

In a region such as Shepparton, it is important to find ways to lift both industry demand for appropriately-qualified graduates, and the supply of appropriately-qualified graduates. Promotion of various forms of industry support for higher education, particularly in the training of its own employees, has the potential to “kill two birds with the one stone”. We note that in this industry context, certain benefits of higher education can sometimes be achieved by short courses.   

Term of Reference (d) i & iii: “The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education,… (and) the adequacy of current student income support measures”
The non-availability of higher education in situ in the region seriously restricts the opportunity to participate. For example, the cost to a regional family to send a child away to university and support them there is considerable. As most student  accommodation is unfurnished, general establishment costs such as furniture and power connection bring the initial setup cost, with payment of a security bond and the first month’s rent, to around $1,330-00. Average rent for a room in an inner city shared house is $90 per week, and including food, utilities, transport, and minimal spending money, students need about $260 per week to live away from home. The maximum “Rent Assistance” provided by the Government’s Centrelink service  is $44 per week.

Student accommodation is a matter of particular concern in relation to the provision of higher education in regional centres. Some aspects of this issue have already been considered. For many years, State and Federal governments have been reluctant to fund student accommodation. There have been some exceptions.  For example, COGS understands that Federal Government funding of rural health departments has included some provision for student accommodation. 

In the context of proposals to provide more higher education in a regional area such as Shepparton, there is no doubt that the provision of student accommodation at the most affordable rates would make it easier, and encourage social groups which are under-represented in higher education to take up opportunities to participate in higher education.  This accommodation need is for people who live too far from the regional centre to commute.

Term of Reference (f) i: “The capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth in communities and regions”.

Investment in  the provision of higher education in regional Australia is one of the most effective ways to drive regional economic growth. In the Goulburn area specifically, the “multiplier effect of investment in the industry area comprising education, health and community services, is the highest of all major industry sectors for output, and the second highest for employment. Based on the 1997 figures for the Goulburn Statistical District, the “Output Multiplier” of Education, Health and Community Services is 2.2, and the “Employment Multiplier” is 1.81.

In the view of COGS, analyses of this kind demonstrate added dimensions of the value of innovative provision of higher education in regional centres. Not only is the economic benefit extremely high, but immeasurable cultural benefits accompany it.

Section Four: Conclusion

COGS appreciates the opportunity to address the terms of reference from the regional perspective. While appreciating that there are other perspectives, COGS expresses the hope that the regional viewpoint will receive due attention in the Committee’s work. COGS would be pleased to provide any further information or comment which the Committee might seek.

GREATER SHEPPARTON   -   GREATER FUTURE








� Some figures in this paragraph come from DETYA’s Atlas of Higher Education, (Occasional Paper, 2001), which works mainly with 1999 Higher Education statistics. Other figures come from documents provided by the Victorian Government, and these are 2000 statistics.


� The Atlas of Higher Education has three categories, “Studying in area, on campus” (50.9%), “Studying off campus” (13.1%), and “Moved elsewhere to study” (35.9%). The percentages in each category are in brackets.


� Atlas of Higher Education, p. 71.


� Some comments are also pertinent to Term of Reference (e), “The factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff in the context of competitive local and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities”.


� This information and figures on the multiplier effects of education in Shepparton have been provided by Dr Katrina Alford, Senior Lecturer in Economics in the Department of Rural Health at The University of Melbourne. The information and figures derive from research undertaken by Dr Alford.
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