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Campus View – 23 May 2003
‘Our Universities. Backing Australia’s Future’ – this is the long awaited outcome of the extensive review of higher education carried out last year by Minister Brendan Nelson and his team. The pre-budget lock up had us sitting in the Department, having signed confidentiality agreements and with our mobile phones removed, listening to the Minister sharing his vision for the future of Australian higher education. 

Did he deliver?  Did the review deliver? Did the budget deliver?
I have no doubt that he did. He has listened very carefully to the sector; and he and his review team have been discussing options, looked at what is feasible and went in to bat for reform and more funding.
He 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 a loading.
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. 

Overall, there is only $122.6 million over four years available, and considering that 58 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 UNE will benefit greatly as the dollar certainly stretches further here than in Sydney or Brisbane!
Did the budget deliver? 
I have deep worries on a number of issues, in particular about the new Commonwealth Grant Scheme. The scheme envisages an increase in per student funding for 2005, 2006 and 2007. But, and this is a very big ‘But’, this is contingent on universities meeting two conditions: (1) the composition of our Councils is to change, and (2) universities have to demonstrate compliance with the Commonwealth’s workplace reform policies.
Unfortunately, it is up to the NSW government to change the UNE Act, not to us; and the workplace reform policies are most strongly opposed by the unions.

I myself am comfortable with the changes proposed to Councils. Our Council composition will not be strongly affected. Instead of 19 members we will be allowed only 18. The major change will be the exclusion of current members of any State of Commonwealth parliament or legislative assembly – and we have four politicians on our Council! We already have the required financial and commercial expertise, and the majority of our members are external. Fears of staff and students that they will be disenfranchised seem unfounded.

We have always known that new money would be attached to conditions, or to ‘reform’. And the partial deregulation in terms of variable HECS institutions can charge, is ‘reform’. But I regard it as most unfortunate that these other reforms on which our funding will be dependent are not in the control of universities. We need the additional funding, and we need it urgently.
More about other budget issues which cause us concern next week.
Ingrid Moses
