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Changes to Student Fees
 

     The Government's proposal to allow individual universities to increase HECS fees by up to 30% would be a retrograde step. Sydney University has already decided to do so, and it seems highly likely that others whose academic reputation would allow it will follow suit, if the proposed changes are legislated. The consistent underfunding of our public universities since 1996 would probably make such increases inevitable.
     Another change also has the potential to skew university enrolments: giving universities the option to increase to 50% the proportion of students paying up-front fees in any course . 
 

These changes could have three outcomes, none of them desirable:
 

     They could disadvantage recently established and provincial universities which could not risk losing enrolments by greatly increasing their HECS fees, but would still have difficulty in finding the resources to maintain their teaching standards. There is already an undesirable perception that the degrees offered by the older "elite" institutions outrank those regarded as less prestigious. Differences in fee payments would exacerbate this perception - to the detriment of university education in Australia as a whole.
     There seems little doubt that higher fees would reinforce the demographic changes evident in university enrolments since 1996, following fee increases and the dropping of the HECS repayment threshold from $28,495 to $20, 701. The report, HECS and Opportunities in Higher Education, found that these changes reduced the number of older people applying to study at university by about 17,000 per year, and school leaver applicants fell by about 9,000 per year. It follows that people from the less affluent sections of the community were denied the opportunity to study, and this trend was especially evident in the most expensive courses. In law, medicine, dentistry, and veterinary science the number of students from poorer families has dropped by a disturbing 38%. (Sydney Morning Herald, 11 August)
     Enrolling students whose UAI scores failed to reach the standard set by a particular faculty, provided they are willing to pay up-front fees, contradicts what most people would regard as equitable. In some cases, according to the NTEU, some students have been accepted whose marks were up to 25 below those set for HECS students. Are we about to see a return to the years before World War II, when a university education was regarded as a prerogative of the rich or the outstandingly brilliant? It is reassuring to read that the faculty of medicine at Sydney University has voted unanimously not to introduce full-fee-paying places for medical students. (Sydney Morning Herald, 14 August)
     If some universities take up the 50% option or even part of it, would surely reduce the number of places available to those unable to pay full fees up-front. The government's proposed offer of interest-bearing loans of up to $50,000 to full-fee-paying students to cover the costs of a degree, would be more of a deterrent than an encouragement to a prospective student. Those contemplating post-graduate studies for which HECS is not available, would be forced to shoulder an even greater financial burden if they were to use an interest-bearing HECS-HELP loan. According to the government's proposals, they could only repay this debt after the repayment of their original HECS debt, while their interest burden (up to 6% at current rates) continued to accumulate. Post-graduate studies produce the people who will be our future academics, researchers and teachers. The cultivated talents of these people should be an asset to the whole community. Why should they be denied the opportunity to enrich their talents because they cannot afford to pay upfront? 
 

Proposed Changes in University Governance
 

     University governing bodies are apparently too democratic for the Government. They want to reduce their numbers and eliminate staff and student representatives. If this happens, and policy formulation and implementation are left entirely to the growing numbers of administrative staff, universities will be operated as if they were businesses. Prompted by their acute financial problems, some universities are already becoming more business-oriented, and this trend is undermining the maintenance of high academic standards, most notably in regard to the treatment of full fee paying overseas students.
 

Enforcement of Government Industrial Relations Policies
 

     It is no secret that the Government would like to get rid of unions and collective bargaining, despite the fact that enterprise bargaining has been working satisfactorily. One of its "reform" proposals is to tie over $400 million in core funding to the  imposition of Australian Workplace Agreements (individual contracts) on university staff. To restrict even further the influence of unions the government is also proposing to amend the Workplace Relations Act to list universities as essential services. If academic staff go on strike they will breach the "national interest" and could incur heavy penalties.
Nobody could describe our universities as hotbeds of union militancy, plagued by wildcat strikes. Why should university academics and staff be denied the same rights to collectively bargain that are available to the rest of the workforce?
 

More Burdens to be Imposed on Students
 

     As well as being compelled to carry a greater burden of debt after graduation, students (and lecturers) have had to accept much larger class sizes (an average 22% increase since 1996), overcrowded lecture rooms, and inadequate library and other infrastructure resources. 
     If the Senate accepts the Government's "reforms", voluntary student unionism will be introduced. If the existing compulsory union levy is removed a whole range of student services accessible to all would be reduced. Poorer students would be the most disadvantaged.
     Apparently the Government wants student unions weakened because they provide some limited resources for student activism. Political activity by students should be encouraged. It is an introduction to the responsibilities of democratic citizenship. Any government that tries to suppress it reveals its own distrust of the democratic process.
Full fees will have to be paid by students who take more than five years to complete their degrees. It is not yet clear whether extenuating circumstances like prolonged illness, family responsibilities, work obligations, shortfalls in income etc would be considered. Given the stringency of its other proposals, a flexible and humane approach by the Government seems unlikely.
 

Future Funding of Higher Education
 

     According to the NSW Department of Education, university operating grants over 1996-2001 fell by 22%. In 1996 the Government funded 57% of university revenue, but its share had fallen to 47% by 1999. A large part of this shortfall has been met by increasing student fees. Students at Australian universities now contribute about 30% of their total revenue, but if Dr Nelson's proposals are adopted this figure could rise to 44%. In the USA, students at public universities contribute 19%, and at private (not for profit) universities, 28%.
     In 1999 Dr Kemp encouraged universities to seek private funds and to become more "entrepreneurial", and there has been a huge increase in staff dedicated to marketing, recruiting, performance management and off-shore operations. However, this has not produced any great improvement in overall funding. A recent study by the Australian Research Council revealed a very low return on such entrepreneurial investments and found that "research commercialisation" could not become a reliable source of revenue.
     Despite its protestations, the Government has the resources to vastly improve its funding of universities. There is no equitable justification for its new "socio-economic status" method of funding private schools. Its last budget delivered more money to private schools than to universities, despite the fact that the wealthiest of these schools already enjoy far better resources than public schools. The recent $4 tax cut will be of no use to most people, but it will cost the budget $2.4 billion in the current and future financial years. Another source of funds in the last budget is the $270 million tax cut granted to multinational companies. 
     If these funds were re-allocated to university funding they would serve a more socially useful purpose, and strengthen the intellectual foundations of our economy. The Australian Vice Chancellors Committee has called for education funding to increase to 2% of GDP by 2020. This worthwhile goal will only be achieved by a substantial increase in government funding.
