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Campus Review 20 May 2003 – The Regional Perspective
Did the Minister, the review, the budget deliver? The proposed reforms are a complex and integrated package and many of the underpinning rules and regulations are as yet undeveloped. 
As a Vice-Chancellor of a regional university, I am still quite undecided on a number of the initiatives.
But I can say with confidence: The Minister has listened to us saying – regional universities have different cost structures.  Our communities expect us to engage and provide services. They expect us to provide a wide range of courses regardless of whether all courses are cost-effective. We have fewer opportunities to attract international students on campus, fewer opportunities for commercial partnerships. We need an acknowledgement of this in our funding.
And the Minister, the review, the budget are promising us a loading. The size of the loadings varies, depending on the distance to a mainland capital city and the size of the campus population. Fifty-five university campuses qualify! The two Darwin based institutions, the Northern Territory University, soon to be the Charles Darwin University, and Batchelor College are in a band on their own and will attract a 30% loading.

The University of New England is in the second band, together with Southern Cross University’s Coffs Harbour and Port Macquarie campuses, James Cook University with its campuses in Townsville, Mt Isa, Cairns and Mackay, and the Australian Maritime College in Launceston. 

We will attract a very much smaller loading – 7.5%, and the loading will only be paid for the fulltime internal students, and we hope for enrolments in external units with a compulsory residential school in Armidale. Our infrastructure is there for all students, not just on-campus students and our staffing reflects our total enrolment. We, like the other regional distance education providers, clearly would prefer to have our external students included for the calculation of the loading. 
Overall, there is only $122.6 million over four years available, and considering that 55 campuses qualify, the loading is not high - the majority of campuses will get only a 5% or 2.5% loading. But it is a start.

The Minister and his review team also listened when we argued that students in regional and rural Australia are disadvantaged: They need to move away from home in order to study at university, and considering that many of the students come from cash strapped families, including Indigenous families, the extra accommodation costs are a deterrent for school leavers in the country. We argued that rural and regional students, and Indigenous students should have lower HECS or some sort of scholarship.

And the budget provides for new scholarship schemes. The Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarship will be available from next year on; 2,500 such scholarships will be awarded next year at $2,000 per year for up to four years, and more will be made available in the following years. Priority will be given to full time students from low socio-economic and/or Indigenous background.

The Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships also kicks in next year with 1,500 scholarships available to help with accommodation costs of students who need to move away from home to access higher education. They will be worth $4,000 per year for up to four years and will be awarded on academic merit. Again, in the following years more scholarships will be available.

The scholarships will be distributed to the institutions on the basis of their profile and the institutions will distribute them. Country students wanting to attend a regional campus will benefit greatly as the dollar certainly stretches further in the country than in Sydney or Brisbane!

Did the budget deliver? 

In addition to the Regional Loading and the Commonwealth Scholarships mentioned, there will be from 2005 for three years (only) a Collaboration and Structural Reform Fund. Collaboration with regional communities will be a priority area and project funding is most welcome. Indeed, such funding was part of the AVCC proposal.
The extra places for nursing and education students, the capping of HECS should benefit regional universities, too.

But I have deep worries about a number of initiatives, in particular about the new Commonwealth Grant Scheme. 

The four priorities underpinning the budget are sustainability, quality, equity, diversity.

We can endorse all of these. And the budget certainly provides funding for quality and equity initiatives. 

But we worry about the effects of some of the measures on sustainability. The proposed increases to the Commonwealth Course Contributions are contingent on universities complying on aspects of their operations, over which they have no or little control, ie the composition of their governing councils and compliance with workplace reform policies which the unions oppose. If regional universities are operating on the margin, what will they do if they cannot qualify for the increases? 

The decoupling of Commonwealth contribution and HECS, and the funding of actual outcomes is fair enough. Different universities will be affected in different ways, depending on shifts in their course profile over the past decade. Some regional universities will benefit, others will not (including UNE).
If the new Commonwealth contribution and the ‘normal’ HECS paid to universities do not increase the overall funds available, how can we achieve sustainability? We will have the opportunity to vary HECS, from zero to about 30% over the ‘normal’ HECS. This has been a very clever move – top up fees but a variable HECS, which puts the onus on the universities to sell to the students the HECS they charge, not on the government to fund courses adequately. But can our traditional student body in and from the regions afford to pay a higher HECS?  The scholarships might help, but no institution can afford to be barely sustainable.

Therefore we worry about the kind of diversity which might be the outcome of years of unequal income to universities. 
All of us will be doing very careful modeling to inform our decision making on our preferred future course profile, and the amount of HECS we will need to charge students. 

The second dilemma, or opportunity, is the partial deregulation of full fee paying places. Universities will be allowed to enroll up to 50% of a course load on a fee paying basis. Inland universities will find it harder to attract full fee paying on-campus students, whether international or Australian. However, the large distance education providers have an advantage as distance education students often are working and can access employer support or claim the fees as an income tax deduction. Hence ‘regional’ does not mean that we all have the same capacity to access additional income. Considering this, ‘diversity’ might mean in ten years time that some universities have become even richer, while others are struggling financially, both nationally and regionally
Both of these partial deregulation measures, the variable HECS, and the increase in full fee paying places were sought by metropolitan universities. In the metropolitan cities student demand is strong and income higher.

The regional universities need to be extremely alert in monitoring changes in student preferences, grasping opportunities for additional income, accessing all competitive funding available, and in particular watching out that the research funding and research policies do not disadvantage us. So far I believe that the quality courses we offer, the quality learning and living experiences we provide in regional universities – I cannot comment on small regional campuses – will remain attractive to discerning students. And all of us have and intend to keep areas of national and international research strength.
But we will be vigilant.


