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Context

The University of the Sunshine Coast is established by the Queensland Government under the University of the Sunshine Coast Act, 1998. This Act, which commenced on 1 January 1999, superseded and repealed the Sunshine Coast University College Act, 1994. Planning for the University on its greenfield site at Sippy Downs commenced in 1994. The Sunshine Coast University College opened for operation in February 1996, with an initial intake of 6000 students. The University currently has a target operating grant student load of 2125 EFTSU, an estimated operating grant over-enrolment of 7.5 per cent, funding for 20 places under the Research Training Scheme, and an estimated total student enrolment from all sources of 2690 EFTSU. The University is the sole provider of higher education based within a region that has sustained an annual population growth rate of approximately 5 per cent per annum over the last four decades.

The Sunshine Coast is characterised by its high proportion of people of low socio-economic status and its dearth of major industry, in particular of knowledge-based industries. It has a history of low rates of participation in higher education, which the University was specifically established to rectify. Student and community response to the presence of the University has been extremely enthusiastic. The University has been quickly recognised as the major catalyst for economic growth and regional development, and its leadership role in the region is well accepted.

A key feature of the region's inward migration demographic is the continuing high proportion of young families with parents in their thirties. This, together with the Queensland Government target for Year 12 retention rates of 88 per cent, signals escalating levels of demand for university education within the region in the future. The 2001 census data shows the population of fourteen-year olds and under is higher on the Sunshine Coast than the national average, but there is a subsequent drop as people leave the region, many for higher education in disciplines not offered on the Sunshine Coast, and at a cost in terms of the development of the region's economy. The census also showed a population for the University's catchment from Caboolture to Gympie of 443,141. This is projected to grow to approximately 600,000 over the next decade.

The following key points provide the context for this submission:

· the University's initial growth was rapid and pointed to early achievement of desirable efficiencies through economies of scale.

· Funded growth in recent years has been severely curtailed;

· by 2002 the University, in attempting to meet regional demand, was 11 per cent over-enrolled. Over-enrolment has been reduced to 7.5 per cent in 2003, with resultant frustration at the narrowing of opportunities being expressed in the region; and

· the 2005 funded load is only 2175 EFTSU, 6 per cent below the actual load of 2320 EFTSU delivered in 2002.

The University has developed a profile of undergraduate degree programs that are as broad and interlinked as possible, given the extreme constraints on student places. The profile is designed to meet the needs of students on the Sunshine Coast. Many of those students are the first in their families to enter university, many are school leavers who would find it difficult financially to access higher education outside the region, and many are mature-aged students who are unable to relocate to undertake study. More school leavers in the region put this University as their first choice than any other.

The University needs to be able to respond to the major demand pressures, specifically:

1.
There has developed a very high demand for teaching education on the Sunshine Coast. The University needs to be able to offer teacher education degrees that build on the existing discipline bases in the faculties, and in line with national priorities an early focus will be science education.

2.
The Innovation Centre is successfully incubating and developing new companies, with a focus on software engineering and informatics. The University needs the capacity to introduce new degrees to provide the graduates who will generate or staff these newly-created businesses.

3.
The University is yet to reach a size where it can convert some of its existing disciplines (such as human resource management and environmental policy and planning) into significant majors. 

Expectations of Review Outcomes

The University of the Sunshine Coast welcomed the Review of Higher Education initiated by Dr Brendan Nelson when it was announced, and participated actively in the submissions and forums which informed the review.

Our input was clearly derived from the context in which the University finds itself. On the one hand, the community in the rapidly expanding greater Sunshine Coast region requires and expects its University to be able to meet its burgeoning higher education needs. On the other hand, the University sees little prospect under current arrangements of accessing the levels of student load and associated funding needed for it properly to serve the needs of its region. If the status quo were to continue for the University we would struggle to meet the expectations of its regional community.

We argued that:

· new student load needed to be created and directed to areas of high population growth;

· the University of the Sunshine Coast needed quickly to reach a funded student load of about 5000 EFTSU, so as to achieve reasonable economies of scale and a suitable range of disciplines;

· the University readily accepted into its mission a role to catalyse social, cultural and economic development in its region, but that this came at a cost;

· the cost effective provision of infrastructure, such as communications bandwidth, in a region which itself is poorly served, makes additional demands on the University;

· for the University properly to discharge the functions for which it was established it needs to conduct both teaching and research, and to map these into the delivery of its community service obligations; and

· the University did not wish to see any further imposts placed on its students, many of whom came from low socio-economic backgrounds.

Assessment of Review Outcomes

The University recognises that the outcomes of the Review are comprehensive and represent a package which offers different things to different institutions. The submission to the Inquiry by the AVCC, which the University supports, demonstrates the need to consider the package as a whole.

Our overall assessment is very positive, and we welcome the transparency that underpins the new funding regime. We have a concern that the benefits of the package will diminish over time because of the continuing discount from full cost indexation. But these concerns are substantially ameliorated by the opportunities we believe the package represents for this University and its students.

The University particularly welcomes:

· a funding recalculation which properly recognises the University's academic profile and delivers the largest proportional funding increase of any institution;

· creation of about 25,000 fully funded student places which are available for allocation in response to demographic change and to equalise student participation rates across the nation; 

· the opportunity to access a reasonable share of these places which will enable the University to expand its academic offerings in areas of national and regional priority;

· designated regional funding to recognise the additional demands placed on institutions in regional areas; we continue to believe that these demands are highest for those institutions actually headquartered in a region, rather than metropolitan institutions with campuses in regional locations;

· the discontinuation of marginally funded student load and the recognition by government that marginal funding impacts on all students;

· an annual increase from 2007 in fully funded places to meet anticipated population growth, which will be substantial in the Sunshine Coast region;

· the designation of education and nursing as national priority areas. The University currently cannot offer programs in the education discipline and has very few nursing places, and the focus of additional student places in these disciplines offers an opportunity for us to enter these areas more substantially;

· de-regulation of the student charge, so that this University can take appropriate decisions to mitigate the impost on students;

· the introduction of support through OS-HELP for students to study part of their degree overseas;

· the greater focus on equity initiatives; and

· the creation of the National Institute for Learning and Teaching and the establishment of a national grant scheme to support innovation and the sharing of good practice in learning and teaching

Some Review Outcomes Still Uncertain
Until the draft legislation is available and clear statements are made about the government's expectations in relation to university governance, workplace relations and research support it is not possible to assess the impact of some parts of the Review on this University.

We reiterate that every Australian university needs an active program of research to underpin its undergraduate and postgraduate teaching. The University of the Sunshine Coast has a research profile which emphasises the economic, cultural and scientific priorities of its region, and links these to an international context. It is essential that the mechanisms of allocation of research student load, discretionary research funding support and research infrastructure funding can respond in a timely fashion to the University's developing research performance.

The University also has serious doubts about the potential impact of the proposed changes in the international arena. Australian higher education is outstandingly successful in recruiting and servicing fee-paying international students. In our view, there is little need for, and dubious benefits from, the additional charges it is proposed to make on institutions and prospective students.

We are also concerned about our capacity to manage the magnitude and composition of our student enrolment to meet the narrow target bands proposed in the Review. Delivery of an effective Higher Education Information Management System will be crucial to assist in this.

Summary
The University of the Sunshine Coast supports implementation of the package of changes which constitute the outcomes of the Nelson Review. These changes are significant and offer the University a route by which to enhance our capacity to meet the academic and economic development needs of the rapidly growing Sunshine Coast community.

The proposed changes bring immediate relief to the University's chronic under-funding for the academic profile it delivers; introduces fully-funded load from which the University can seek much needed growth places; enables the University to contain the charges it places on its undergraduate students, many of whom have low socio-economic backgrounds, and recognises the additional costs of the University's regional obligations..

We urge the Sub-Committee rapidly to progress its consideration of the proposed changes and ensure that the University can reach the proper levels of recurrent funding and growth opportunity we need to serve the Sunshine Coast community.
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