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The Ethnic Communities' Council of NSW (ECC) is the peak body representing ethnic communities in NSW. We would like to take the opportunity to respond to the Senate Committee Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation and express our deep concern with the intended proposal to overhaul the public tertiary education system, announced in the 2003 Federal Budget. The ECC believes the proposed changes, which include an increase in tuition fees; the expansion of the full up–front fee paying scheme and the 5 year limit for completion of a degree will severely affect access to higher education for students from Non–English Speaking Backgrounds (NESB) and degrade higher education standards in Australian universities. 
People from NESB communities are some of the most vulnerable and economically disadvantaged people in Australia. Higher education not only provides an opportunity for individuals for personal, educational and career development, but benefits entire communities. Without the opportunity to develop and improve these skills, people and communities from NESB will become even more marginalised and isolated. Without representation of people from NESB in sectors such as education, health, the arts, business and law, Australia's multicultural characteristics will not truly reflect our culturally and linguistically diverse community nor will people from NESB have the capacity to effectively utilise and develop the skills and expertise to respond to and represent the needs of their communities.   
Increase of Tuition Fees

The introduction of HECS–HELP loans to replace the current system of HECS will result with a 30% maximum increase in fees. This charge will be determined by individual universities, allowing them to establish individual fee structures, indicating a shift towards deregulation of Australia's universities and making it more expensive to undertake university study.
This will result with some NESB students unable to commit to higher education due to the increased costs. The imposition of students' costs such as fees, texts and other educational resources during study periods is already high. Additional accumulation of debt amassed by students is a massive financial burden after leaving university, especially for students and families from NESB, who are not guaranteed high paying jobs after graduation; have other financial commitments later in life and have family expectations to be "the breakers" of the cycle of debt and assist financially with other family members.
The HECS–HELP structure of fee repayment will affect equity policies by discouraging NESB students accessing higher education and reduce their participation at universities. It does not value principles of cultural diversity within universities and Australian society, as people from NESB are denied equal opportunity to access higher education because of economic status. 
Expansion of Full Up – Front Fee Paying Scheme 
The proposed expansion of the full up–front fee paying scheme will exclude students who cannot afford to pay up–front, but may have the academic results to gain a place in a particular degree. Students able to pay fees up–front receive up to a 25% discount off the fixed amount and are being accepted into courses with lower marks. Offering prospective students with the opportunity to buy their place in universities will greatly affect the integrity and quality of education offered by Australian universities. 
Again, this proposal will greatly affect the ability for NESB students to gain places in the degree of choice. The amount necessary to secure a position in a desired program of study will financially be far out of reach for many of these students, therefore restricting their access to higher education. 
5 year Time Limit for Completion of a Degree
The 5 year time limit for completion of a degree imposes undue pressure on students. By penalising students for taking longer than 5 years to finish degrees and forcing them to pay up–front fees, because they have failed subjects or changed degrees, does not account for the differing degrees of educational development and family commitment in NESB communities.

Some of students from NESB are likely to have experienced massive upheaval and dramatic disruption in their lives. Many may have come from a war zone and/or severe poverty, where educational and employment opportunities have been curtailed, limited or not available at all. Additionally, on arrival in Australia, people from NESB struggle to become familiar with a new culture; they may have poor levels of English language proficiency and educational skills; and they lack family and community support on arrival and difficulty in accessing services.
Students from NESB communities have broader family and community commitments and responsibilities than mainstream Australian society. There have individual obligations to ensure every family member is cared for and supported within an extended family structure, which includes financial support for all members. At times, other commitments are secondary in importance, as the priority is ensuring these duties are met and further accumulation of debt impacts on the whole family unit.
Conclusion
It is crucial that all people in Australia have equal access to higher education. The proposed changes to higher education policy indicates that there is a shift towards providing higher education for those who can afford the high costs. This will exclude the majority of people from NESB as the up–front fees and subsequent debt is economically unviable and socially paralysing.  
