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1. Introduction and Recommendations

The University of Newcastle is Australia’s leading regional University.  It is an exceptional achiever in research, being ranked just outside the ‘Group of Eight’ metropolitan research universities, with an international reputation for expertise in innovative approaches to teaching and learning.  

The University of Newcastle is also a member of the Innovative Research Universities (IRU) Australia group, for whom member universities were established as research-based universities in the 1960’s and 1970’s with comprehensive disciplinary coverage, a strong commitment to innovation and equity, and an inter-disciplinary focus.

As a regional University with major campuses in both the Central Coast and Hunter Regions of New South Wales, and with responsibility for servicing the New England area in rural medicine, it serves more than a million people.  The University attracts students and staff of high calibre and more than 22,000 students are enrolled in a comprehensive and diverse range of courses characterised by a commitment to quality in all of the programs offered.  

Our mission is to prepare graduates who contribute to society, are adaptable global citizens and are sought out by employers; undertake research, including creative works and scholarship; and contribute to social, economic and cultural enrichment and environmental sustainability.
This submission contains two major sections to assist the committee in its deliberations:

· The Higher Education Reforms announced in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future; and

· Plans for the future of the University of Newcastle.

In summary, The University of Newcastle recommends to the Committee that it:

· Provides support to the Federal Government in passing the major elements of legislation arising from Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future
; 

· Works with the Government to modify key elements of the proposed legislation to ensure quality enhancement of the sector, sustainability and growth of its operations and the provision of sufficient equity support for disadvantaged groups; 

· Rejects the legislation for Voluntary Student Unionism;
· Supports a range of programs for student loans and scholarships, while rejecting the need for interest charges for students who pay full fees for undergraduate and postgraduate programs and student loans for overseas study; 

· Supports the University of Newcastle’s submission for regional loading for the campuses in Newcastle (Callaghan) and on the Central Coast (Ourimbah);

· Supports a change to the requirement for universities to meet the target load for Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS) subsidy to within a 1% range in terms of load and 2% in terms of funding. This should be established at a more practical level for at least 4% and preferably 5% of the total CGS subsidised load; and

· Supports the reduction of HECS for equity groups or national priority disciplines such as nurses and science teachers.

2. OUR UNIVERSITIES: Backing Australia’s Future 
For the first time in many years, higher education policy and funding is one of the major areas to be addressed in the 2003 Federal Budget of May 13 2003. There are many policy and funding initiatives announced which will be discussed in turn, although the bottom line for Australia’s universities is a major increase in funding for the sector of $1.5 bn over the next 4 years. In my view, the Federal Minister and the Government are to be congratulated on the positive way in which the sector has been engaged and has brought forward a program of financial and policy enhancement for higher education in Australia.

Support for Higher Education Institutions

Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS)
The disestablishment of the current ‘block grant’ system of funding proposed in the Federal Budget is supported and the new system of Commonwealth subsidy on a discipline or cluster basis should provide a more transparent basis for the provision of funds linked to the costs of delivery of services, programs, infrastructure and related research activities by academic staff. It also enables the Commonwealth to identify and specifically support National Priority areas such as Education and Nursing. The levels of subsidy reported in Commonwealth Course Contribution Schedule 2005 for some disciplines however do not adequately reflect the costs involved. Of particular concern are those in clusters 1 (law), 2 (accounting, administration, economics and commerce), 3 (humanities) and 4 (mathematics and statistics), for which insufficient funds will be allocated. These discipline groups will struggle under these funding arrangements, particularly law and business.

Universities will be paid funds according to an agreed discipline mix as long as the CGS total does not exceed 1%, and penalties will apply for those institutions that ‘consistently’ exceed a 2% limit. While the need to limit the extent of over-enrolment is recognised for quality reasons, the very tight boundaries of up to 2% are impractical in terms of management, given the variation from year to year in acceptance and retention rates by students. A more acceptable upper limit would be at least 4 or preferably 5%.    

Increased Commonwealth course contributions

The injection of increased support for courses by 2.5% per annum from 2005 to a 7.5% increase by 2007 is welcome and this will address in part the current inadequate indexation arrangements for Commonwealth subsidised places. The linkage with changes in corporate governance and industrial relations (particularly with respect to demonstrating compliance with the Commonwealth’s workplace relations policies) is a concern for the sector.  

Regional Loading

From 2004, the Commonwealth is planning a regional loading of the CGS for students enrolled at regional campuses of universities. The criteria for determining those campuses eligible for this loading specifically exclude, however, the campuses of the University of Newcastle. This is a major cause for concern locally, and is in contrast to the current recognition provided by the Commonwealth for the university under the Regional Protection Scheme. The university has made representations to the Minister, in collaboration with the University of Wollongong who is similarly excluded under current criteria. There is an excellent case to be made for a 5% loading for the Ourimbah Campus on the basis of the additional costs in delivering educational services, for which a 26% higher level is required in comparison with the costs for these services in Newcastle on the Callaghan Campus. In addition, the university has made the case for a new Band 5 (at 1.5% loading), based on the lower potential to diversify revenue resources and a smaller capacity for fee paying student enrolments (both domestic and international) in a lower socio-economic area such as the Hunter.

Conversion of Marginal Places and Growth in University Places

The plan to replace marginally funded places with 25,000 new Commonwealth subsidised places from 2005 and providing for additional growth places from 2007 is welcome and a highly commendable initiative by the Government. The University of Newcastle will be putting in a strong case for places at its campuses in Newcastle and particularly for the Central Coast at the Ourimbah Campus, for which there is a long standing deficit in provision of higher education in a rapidly growing population. At least 1000 extra places will be required in support of the further development of the Ourimbah Campus over a 4 year period. In addition, the university has a strong case for providing new higher education programs (business, IT and nursing) on the Port Macquarie Campus of the North Coast Institute NSW TAFE, in partnership with Southern Cross University and the Institute, and 200 places will be requested for this important initiative.  

Learning Entitlements

The provision of a five year full time equivalent learning entitlement to all eligible Australians to access a Commonwealth subsidised place is supported as long as appropriate provision is made for students undertaking longer courses, double degrees and end-on honours programs. The latter are the life-blood for research training programs in many academic areas and there should be no disincentives for such programs being available as a HECS place for eligible students. Given the need for life long learning and continuing upgrade of skills and qualifications throughout a working life for Australians, some consideration should be given to a renewed access policy to HECS subsidised places after a time period of (say) 8 years. 

Support for Students

HECS-HELP

The new arrangements provide for a diverse approach among Australian universities to the prospect of implementing a range of HECS levels, up to a maximum of HECS plus 30%. While I support this approach and recognise that flexible HECS provides universities with potential access to additional resources, it should be recognised that students may see this as a deterrent to entering higher education, as a result of building up major debts. Consequently, I would urge caution and recommend that participation in higher education be closely monitored among the major socio-economic and equity groups during the initial phases of this new set of arrangements for HECS-HELP.

FEE-HELP

The proposals for FEE-HELP provide for an extension to current loan arrangements for domestic fee paying students for coursework postgraduate students (PELS) to domestic undergraduate students. This is supported however I would urge the Government to remove the interest charge (3.5%) on top of the CPI adjustment. This is excessive and will serve as a major additional charge on students who are already fully paying for their higher education and may serve as a deterrent to entering higher education.

OS-HELP

The proposals for OS-HELP loans to students seeking to travel overseas in association with their undergraduate degree programs are highly commendable and supported. I would again urge Government to remove the 3.5% interest charge on this loan as it is excessive and may deter students from participating in overseas experience as part of their studies at a time when nearly one in five students studying at Australian universities are from overseas. This major imbalance needs to be addressed and OS-HELP will assist in promoting relevant overseas experience by Australian students. ‘Study abroad’ programs are increasingly common for university students from other countries, particularly the United States and Scandanavian countries. Australia needs to catch up with best practice and provide more opportunities for international higher education experience during undergraduate degree programs.

Membership of Student Organisations

The proposal for optional membership of student organisations proposed by the Government is a major concern, particularly for regional universities, for which there are essential services and facilities provided for students as well as for the use by members of the local community. These are an important part of the cultural, social and sporting life of the university, and contribute in a major way to the ‘infrastructure’ of the local community, in our case, Newcastle and the Central Coast. It is also my view that student representative organisations work best when membership is universal, with some provision for exemption in special cases.  

Commonwealth Learning Scholarships Program

Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships (CECS)

In 2002, there were 371,500 undergraduate places (EFTSU) fully funded by the Commonwealth among Australian universities, with a further 39,122 EFTSU marginally funded under current arrangements. Of these students, there are 26,000 full-time students from low SES backgrounds and a further 2,500 full-time indigenous students. Under the proposed arrangements for new scholarship programs, 2,500 CECS scholarships are planned for 2005, rising to 17,630 scholarships by 2007. Clearly, this number is inadequate to cater for existing equity student numbers in the system, let alone any growth in participation rates from these groups. An increase in the number and stipend level of the scholarships is desirable in order to promote higher education within these groups. 

Promoting Excellence in Learning and Teaching

A Learning and Teaching Performance Fund worth $83.4m will be established under the planned arrangements from 2006-2007 to reward universities demonstrating excellence in this area. In addition, a National Institute for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education will be established in 2004, and the Australian Teaching Awards Program expanded. These are highly commendable initiatives, which will go some way towards giving appropriate recognition to the major teaching roles for universities. 

3.
PLANS FOR THE FUTURE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF NEWCASTLE

 Our Priorities for the future:

· The University of Newcastle, like other universities, currently has a fixed number of places for Newcastle and the Ourimbah Campus.  The number of places is inadequate as it covers the high growth area of the Central Coast and the current policies mean the growth at the Central Coast is to be at the expense of Newcastle and the Hunter Region. In addition, there are no places available for participating in the planned delivery of university programs at Port Macquarie, in partnership with Southern Cross University and the North Coast Institute NSW TAFE, and an inadequate number of medical school places to cater for the requirements of a region of around a million people in the Hunter, Central Coast and New England (for medicine) regions of NSW. 

· The existing places are not funded sufficiently to allow high quality learning to be provided to the full range of students enrolling in the University’s Ourimbah Campus, and will not support a planned ‘roll-out’ at Gosford and Wyong, in partnership with the Hunter Institute NSW TAFE, and in Port Macquarie, also in partnership with NSW TAFE. The new arrangements will go some way towards addressing these issues through the planned replacement of overenrolled students with subsidised Commonwealth places. In addition, we plan to access national priority places for teachers and nurses, as well as growth places for information technology, engineering, business, science and other areas from 2007; introduce further fee paying coursework postgraduate programs in key health professional areas (eg. a graduate pharmacy program commences in 2004); during 2004, review options for domestic undergraduate fee paying opportunities; and expand the number of international students and other fee paying coursework postgraduate students, including those studying on-line through GraduateSchool.com of the university.

· The current pay levels for both general and academic staff are unacceptably low and are falling well below salary comparability with the private sector.  Without adequate indexation of government grants, universities have been forced to provide appropriate salaries through staff reductions.  The quality of teaching/learning and the contribution to knowledge through research and scholarship are being eroded through this process. The planned supplementation of CSG grants by 2.5% pa from 2005-2007 will assist, however, the levels fall significantly short of those required for full supplementation.

· Libraries are a critical component of research infrastructure that have suffered dramatic deterioration as evidenced by a 20% decline in purchasing power for the University of Newcastle across all scholarly information resources in 1998-2002. The escalating cost of serial subscriptions (57 % increase from 1999-2003)
 in both electronic and print formats has seriously eroded the Library’s capacity to fund book and interlibrary loan purchases despite additional funds being made available to the Library in 2002. The $246 million made available over the next five years in the Innovation Action Plan for research infrastructure may fund some collaborative initiatives but it will not remedy the problems created by the 37% decline in the Australian dollar's value since 1996, the rise in cost of information resources outstripping the CPI and the transition costs of the shift to a digital information environment.

Library collections especially of research materials are under severe stress in a number of ways, including (1) journal costs are increasing in cost at greater than inflation rates each year and (2) the Australian dollar exchange rate. There are some initiatives occurring around Australia but the matter is critical.

· The shortage of school leavers undertaking studies in science augurs badly for the future.  Science and technology need to be developed in society starting with appropriately preparing the secondary school teachers.  It is not in the best interests of science that students preparing to be secondary school science teachers pay a higher level of HECS than teacher trainees in other fields when they will ultimately receive the same salary level as other teachers.

Professor Roger S Holmes
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