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Vice-Chancellor’s Perspective – Smiths’s August 2003
Six years ago, when I came to UNE the West Review of Higher Education Financing and Policy had just finished. Two years ago we wrote a lengthy submission for the Senate Inquiry on The Capacity of Public Universities to Meet Australia’s Higher Education Needs. One year ago we wrote yet another submission for Minister Nelson’s Higher Education Review, and within the next few weeks, we will be putting forward a third submission within two yeas!
This time the Senate inquiry concerns higher education funding and regulatory legislation. 

I will quote from the Senate’s website:

“On 26 June 2003, the Senate referred to its Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee an inquiry into the policy implicit in the forthcoming budget bills to fund universities, and of details of expenditure and new regulatory requirements, subject to the timing of the legislation. The terms of reference direct the committee to investigate the likely financial effect of budgetary measures on universities and students, including such matters as fee deregulation and the likely effects of the expansion of full fee places; the implications for research and institutional governance and autonomy; the effect on rural universities; on industrial relations and other matters.

“By a resolution of the references committee, this inquiry is being dealt with by a sub-committee, chaired by Senator Kim Carr (ALP-Vic). Other members of the sub-committee are: Senator Trish Crossin (ALP-NT), Senator Natasha Stott Despoja (AD-SA) and Senator John Tierney (LP-NSW).

“Submissions to the inquiry are invited, with a closing date of 15 August 2003. The committee is due to report by 30 October 2003.” The resolution was passed 34:32.
As Senator Carr told me when we discussed the proposed reforms in June, the committee will have hearings in the capital cities and is likely to visit some regional universities, possibly UNE.

So, what can we say, what can we hope for?

By now you will all be aware that UNE is going to be one of the disadvantaged universities, not because we are being picked upon, but because from 2005 the government will be funding all universities on the same formula, namely on actual enrolments in twelve fields of studies. And our profile has changed over the years and we were funded on dated data. However, that is not our ‘fault’. 
So what is the impact going to be?

Let me quote from an article I wrote for the Financial Review: “The first negative impact arises from the level of Commonwealth Course Contributions.

“Fields of study are divided into 10 bands, starting with Law and ending with Agriculture, plus two ‘national priorities’, Education and Nursing. In its proposal, the 

Government has slightly increased its contribution to these latter two areas and has ‘frozen’ the students’ HECS contribution at a very low rate to encourage increased enrolment in teaching and nursing.

“The Government has on the whole retained the relativities of the so-called Relative Funding Model of about a dozen or so years ago. Some disciplines have a value of 1 – Law; Accounting, Administration, Economics, Commerce; and the Humanities; and others have higher weightings, with the highest for Agriculture, Dentistry, Medicine, and Veterinary Science with a weight of 2.8 (and of these UNE only offers Agriculture).

“The total course funding will consist of two components: the Commonwealth’s contribution and students’ HECS contribution. The total course funding in those areas with a value of 1 will be in 2005, according to the Government’s calculation, between $7,936 and $ 8,034, while those with a weighting of 2.8 would attract between $21,849 and $21.884.

“What is the logic of this? These relativities are not based on current costings of delivering a course. They are dated relativities and do not in any way reflect the real cost. There was a time when staff and students in Law or Commerce might not have needed computers or computer skills. But nowadays, certainly at UNE, all staff and students are expected to be computer literate, all need IT infrastructure.

“Similarly, for twenty years or so we have been trying in Australia, often through teaching and learning centres, to encourage academics to use innovative teaching methods which engage students in meaningful learning, not rote learning. This applies to Law as much as it applies to Medicine.

“So why would the government only provide a course contribution of $1,509 for Law, but $4,180 for the Humanities? The teaching costs are very similar in all of these areas, as they are in Mathematics and Statistics which will attract $4,937 from the government,

“Clearly, there is a political agenda.

“The government expects Law students to largely fund their own course. In their proposal, students would provide, via HECS, 81% of the total course funding! And this is at the normal HECS rate, without the 30% top up which some universities (eg Sydney) want to charge.

“Compare that with 29% for Dentistry, Medicine, Veterinary Science and 25 % for Agriculture.

“These are huge inequities and very unfair to students.

“The government’s rationale for putting Law into the highest HECS band was that lawyers will be top earners. But Law is not only a professional degree, many students use is as a generalist degree.

“Every year the Graduate Careers Council of Australia provides a comprehensive overview of earnings in Graduate Starting Salaries. The recently released report shows that average starting salaries for law graduates were below that of teachers! 

“How will all of that affect UNE with its huge enrolments in the Faculty of Arts, and the Faculty of Economics, Business and Law? I believe we cannot gain long-term under the new funding regime unless the Government changes the Course Contributions in these areas to the level of, say, Mathematics and Statistics. The Government would be short-changing very large numbers of students in the face of its espoused commitment to quality, if it stayed with the minimalist funding for some of our core fields of studies.

“The second negative impact arises from the partial regulation of HECS and from the expectation that all universities will attract additional full fee paying students.

“Large proportions of our students, at least of the on campus student population, are from rural and regional Australia, and are from cash strapped families, the first in their family to go to university, and they cannot afford to pay full fees.

“If the government does not increase its funding, we need to compensate for the overall drop in funding to UNE by increasing the HECS component – we need to model and discuss with our students what figures are sustainable. And in view of the low participation rates in country and regional Australia, any increase in HECS might deter students to take up higher education. While the new Commonwealth Learning Scholarships are welcome, there are not enough of them to compensate.”

Sure, there is a transition arrangement. But while UNE would move from the red to the black over those three years (and the government will ensure we are not in the red in 2005), we will be still vastly behind the eight ball. In 2007 we will not have profited from the 2.5 % increases on the base funding in 2006 and 2007 like other universities. These increases will just serve to compensate for the loss of funding. Southern Cross, in 2007 will have gained an additional $11,642 million; Charles Sturt $39,666 million! And UNE? Well, the small increases in 2006 and 2007 together do not even compensate for the loss in 2005.
So when we think of our position across the NSW sector, then we are losing vital financial resources to upgrade our infrastructure, pay our staff appropriately, invest in teaching and research.
Unless we protest loudly and consistently. 
There is no reason why we should be penalized by a change in the government’s funding formula. We have done what the Government had asked universities to do: we were open to student demand, hence the huge increases in Law, Commerce and Arts enrolments – all so-called ‘cheap’ areas. 
If the government wants to treat us fairly, then our base funding needs to be increased and our transition funding should not just get us into the black but needs to let us participate adequately in the growth of the base funding.
Of course, we will also be commenting on other terms of reference of the inquiry, but adequate funding is the sine qua non for all other issues.
