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Submission to the Senate Committee: Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation

1 The principles of the Government’s higher education package.

The package of reforms recognises four key principles: sustainability, quality, equity and diversity.  The Australian Maritime College (AMC) endorses these principles.

Sustainability: To be effective, universities need to engage in long-term strategic planning, which requires some measure of financial predictability and stability.  The Government's package has provided this predictability by articulating the funding position for the next four years, with projections extending over a ten-year period.  Universities will also need to diversify their funding sources, without compromising their core business.

At the same time, universities need to be more efficient in their operations.  Reforms that remove unnecessary constraints and which enable the institutions to respond flexibly to emerging needs, within the limits imposed by public accountability and social responsibility, are welcome.

Quality: In a rapidly changing society, educational institutions must ensure that their programs are relevant and that the students are equipped with the appropriate skills and knowledge to meet the emerging challenges and to facilitate lifelong learning.  It is essential that the quality of Australian education is maintained and that there is continual emphasis on excellence in teaching and learning.  The Australian Maritime College supports the various measures being implemented to ensure that such quality is maintained.  

We also welcome any moves to reduce or streamline the mandatory reporting and audit requirements, especially in areas where there is overlap.  Such reporting requirements impact more heavily on smaller institutions.

Equity:  The Australian Maritime College affirms the principle of equity and the right of individuals to fulfil their potential, regardless of their personal circumstances and background.  It welcomes the continuation of measures to ensure that all Australian have access to educational opportunities and that student participation and retention rates are improved.

Diversity: The Australian Maritime College strongly supports the principle of diversity, which recognises the need to service the range of groups within society, responds to the various sectors of the community and values the smaller, specialised institutions as well as the larger, multidisciplined institutions.  In a pluralistic global society, the needs of society are best met by a range of diverse educational institutions, rather than by a uniform system that is unable to respond to the unique situations and needs.

The Australian Maritime College is a specialist institution and the proposed new arrangements appear to support and encourage such specialisation, particularly in regional Australia.

2
The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to:

(a) The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons

Scholarships: The increase in the number of scholarships to assist students with accommodation and educational costs is a positive initiative.  The scholarships should assist students, especially Indigenous students and those from low SES backgrounds and rural and isolated areas. 

HELP schemes: HECS-HELP, FEE-HELP and OS-HELP will assist students to complete their study, although the majority of students will still commence their working life with debts.  However, the raising of the HECS-repayment threshold from $24,650 to $30,000 is a welcome initiative.

(b) The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment.

Commonwealth Grant Scheme: The main aspects of the Government’s Higher Education Package is acceptable in principle to AMC, particularly the proposed introduction of a regional loading that takes into account the location and size of an institution.  As a national institution, AMC already attracts students from all over Australia. While the new funding model does not fully take into account the needs of a national institution, such as AMC, advice has been received that the model will be refined to accommodate special circumstances. The availability of transitional funding may also assist institutions to modify their profile to better fit any agreed new model.  The proposed arrangements should not adversely affect sustainability, quality, equity or diversity of teaching and research.

Enrolment limits:  While accepting that the proposed enrolment limits are designed to counteract the adverse impact of over-enrolments in larger institutions and the need to support places in specific disciplines, the margins are very tight.  The ability to control enrolments within these margins will be more difficult for small institutions than for larger ones.

Reporting requirements: Proposed changes to reporting requirements, based on replacing the annual Profiles process with a system based on performance indicators is appropriate and consistent with the directions implied by the AUQA process.  Moves to streamline and rationalise reporting are also welcome.

HEIMS: The implementation of these strategies is dependent on the development and implementation of the Higher Education Information Management System (HEIMS).  Institutions will receive approximately $200,000 each towards the implementation of HEIMS and the new student financing initiatives but as yet, the scope of this project and the cost analysis are unknown.  At this stage, it is difficult for institutions to assess the full financial and administrative impact of these changes.

(c) The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the ‘learning entitlement’.

Learning Entitlement: The concept of issuing students with a learning entitlement is a positive one that may encourage students to complete their study within a reasonable timeframe. At this stage, the administrative details are not clear. 

International students: Participation in international education is vital, not only to Australia's continued growth and development, but also to the development of the Asia-Pacific area in particular.  The Australian Maritime College notes the initiatives to strengthen international education, while at the same time ensuring the quality and integrity of education providers.  

Although its use is not intended for general international students, AMC commends DIMIA on the development of the Professional Development Visa Program and looks forward to an opportunity to utilise it to facilitate educational development for specific groups of students who wish to study at AMC.

3 The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies.

Broad funding strategies for research in priority areas have been identified, but the detail is still unclear. It will be important for institutions to work collaboratively with other research bodies and to identify alternative funding sources.  Access to appropriate levels of funding may pose problems for institutions that are endeavouring to grow their research capacity. 

4 The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

AMC is a Federal institution and therefore the proposed new governance and industrial relations arrangements are effectively already in force or enforceable. 

Governance changes: In general, the proposed governance changes are acceptable to AMC and we foresee no major difficulties in compliance with the proposed arrangements.   Smaller governing bodies, provided they contain the appropriate balance of capability, experience and business acumen, will be more efficient and cost effective.  Professional development for members of governing bodies is a positive initiative also. 

Australian Workplace Agreements: Australian Workplace Agreements are already in place at the Australian Maritime College and other aspects of the workplace reform agenda, such as flexible working arrangements, direct relationship with employees, improved productivity and performance, have been included in enterprise bargaining discussions.

The Australia Maritime College supports the proposed amendment to the Industrial Relations Act with respect to the consideration of the effect of industrial action on the welfare of various classes of people, including students. Industrial action that results in withholding student examination results is unfair and unacceptable.

5
Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors.

The provision of higher education is costly, but the contribution to Australia's economic, social and cultural development is essential.  There needs to be greater collaboration between higher education institutions and the business community and other public sectors, with the possibility of some financial support from the latter.  At the same time, it is vitally important that universities retain autonomy and academic freedom. 
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