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To the Secretary, Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee: 

The proposed changes to tertiary education represent a significant threat to future students, graduates, staff, and society on the whole. These changes will reduce the quality of education and therefore the benefits derived by society, as well as directly impacting the rights and wellbeing of those involved in the sector. The proposed changes should be opposed, and alternative reforms introduced. 

The Civil and Environmental Engineering Society (CEVSOC) at the University of New South Wales currently represents the interests of over 500 civil and environmental engineering undergraduate students, as well as those students who will be members in future. CEVSOC representatives are democratically elected annually by members of the School, and input from members is welcomed at any time. CEVSOC provides for its members:

· Academic representation and support. We interact with the School, Faculty, and University on behalf of our members in order to ensure the quality of courses offered, teaching standards, and educational facilities. We provide support for new students through mentoring programs and voice the grievances of our members.

· Entertainment and social events. Numerous and varied events are organised by CEVSOC with the purpose of facilitating interaction between members and making university life more enjoyable. These are made as accessible as possible and are usually extremely popular.

CEVSOC has examined the examined the implications of the proposed legislation and the effects on our members, and found them to be entirely undesirable. In particular, we oppose:

1. Allowing universities to increase the maximum Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) fees by up to 30%. CEVSOC expects the entire 30% increase will be applied to all engineering degrees at UNSW, following the University of Sydney’s ready acceptance to do just this, and suggestions from our own Vice Chancellor Wyatt Rory Hume. This move will saddle graduates with an excessive debt burden well into their careers, which will:

· Decrease ability of graduates to attain loans in order to buy their first home, or start a family

· Directly impact the income of graduates through a longer period or higher level of compulsory HECS repayments.

· Deter potential students from studying at university. Sections of the community from lower socio-economic backgrounds and minorities will be particularly affected due to lower willingness to accrue large debts. This is discriminatory and will exacerbate existing cultural and societal limitations on participation in the sector. In the case of engineering, increases in female participation may be reversed, with the profession remaining unrepresentative. This is also potentially disastrous to the quality and standard of university education, as future financial considerations deter suitable students.

While the increase in the HECS repayment threshold to $30,000 is welcomed, it will not sufficiently mitigate the effects of the above points, and will do little to address the inherent inequalities.

2. Increasing the number of domestic undergraduate full fee paying places to 50% and the associated loans scheme. CEVSOC rejects the concept that university places can be bought by private or borrowed money as a substitute for academic merit, or to make up for a funding shortfall. This proposal should be opposed because:

· The shortfall of funding for tertiary education is wholly the responsibility of federal government and cuts to education budgets. The burden of education should not be borne by students who aim to improve themselves and society. Graduates generally pay higher income tax, and society as a whole benefits from university-educated graduates, therefore the government has a responsibility to ensure it adequately funds tertiary education.

· Allowing students to buy their position at university instead of basing admittance on academic merit will undermine the quality of education and the quality of graduates. 

· Deserving students who have earned their place will be excluded and forced to follow other careers. These students are likely to feel disenfranchised for many years and social cohesion will suffer.

· It will undermine the importance of academic achievement in secondary education, and there will be little incentive to achieve highly when money is more important than grades.

· The potential for preferential treatment/marking and corruption amongst university staff will be increased due to the financial consequences of full fee paying students failing or withdrawing.

As international students will tend to pay less tax to the Australian government over their lifetime, full fee paying places for international students are not opposed by CEVSOC in principle, as long as entry requirements are comparable to those of domestic students.

3. Voluntary Student Unionism. VSU poses the greatest immediate threat to student rights, representation, and life on Australian university campuses, and CEVSOC demands plans for its introduction be dropped. Due to the current universal membership of student organisations, the efficiency and quality of services and representation provided to members can be ensured and kept at a high level. VSU will decimate the services used by all students, undermine the rights of students, and destroy the culture and entertainment of university campuses. Students will suffer in a number of ways:

· Students will not automatically be members of the numerous sporting, academic, cultural, entertainment, and political representative organisations on their campus. These organisations greatly enrich the quality of university life in ways often not visible to the students who benefit directly, and as such many students are not armed with the information that would allow informed choice. Practical considerations such as membership forms and transactions will complicate the process of becoming a member and be a restrictive factor. In addition, due to the pressing financial difficulties of many students, the small contribution required for membership might deter students who struggle to pay rent and bills, despite the vast array of benefits available from these organisations. Participation rates would undoubtedly suffer. As a result, the quality of services would deteriorate, and costs for the same services would rise significantly.

· Students will lose much of their entertainment and services. The events and facilities provided by the various university student unions and numerous clubs and societies will suffer considerably. Despite the huge popularity of these organisations, VSU will attack participation, decrease benefits to students, and remove a vital facet of the university community.

· Sporting facilities and clubs on campus are an integral contributor to the well-being of university students and facilitates better academic achievement. Universal membership allows these facilities to be available to all students, at a minimal rate as compared to privately provided services.

· Many services provided to students are unprofitable but nonetheless essential, such as after-hours food provision and childcare facilities. Without strong student organisations these would be impossible to provide without charging high rates that would be restrictive to participation in tertiary education for many potential students.

· A two-tiered system of members and non-members would be inefficient and unworkable, greatly complicating utilisation of union facilities and services. Union members in many cases may effectively be subsidising the benefits gained by non-members as it would be impossible to discriminate in all cases. 

· Social cohesion and interaction amongst young people will be undermined. Student organisations allow students to interact with people of all different cultures, ethnic backgrounds, religions, ages, and interests. They facilitate understanding and acceptance and are therefore essential in fostering a tolerant society, and VSU will negatively impact these benefits. 

· Political and legal representation that is currently available to all students will decline and become much less accessible. This is the most significant effect of Voluntary Student Unionism, as the rights of students will be increasingly threatened. Students will lose the protection of these organisations and so will not be informed of their legal rights, nor be able to adequately exercise them. The ability to communicate with and inform other students about political matters, and organise students behind a common goal will be decreased. Student political unions/guilds are democratically elected and represent all students, VSU would attack the ability of students to participate in this democratic process and be represented.

· CEVSOC is involved in providing many services as mentioned above, which is only made possible by universal student membership. VSU will cause a decrease in the funding used to provide these services, and make them more difficult to provide or access. The legitimacy of our academic representation and ability to ensure quality in the education in which students have invested will be undermined by VSU, as we would not be speaking on behalf of all students involved. 

CEVSOC believes VSU is politically motivated in order to silence opposition to government policies, and is therefore fundamentally undemocratic. Student organisations can pose significant opposition to governments, particularly on education, social justice, and international relations policies. Student organisations are the voice of sections of the community that otherwise have little ability to participate in the democratic process. This includes young people, those who have little time or resources due to the nature of studying, international students, and minority groups. VSU is simply an attempt to silence the voices of these people in order to remove opposition, and therefore should be scrapped.

4. Linking funding to staff signed to Australian Workplace Agreements (AWAs) and attacks on staff freedom of association. CEVSOC is concerned that this policy would detract from the quality of education in universities, for these reasons:

· The ability of staff to negotiate, and their personal relationships with university administration may become more important than their contribution to the university, in terms of their pay and research funding.

· The rights and conditions of university staff will be more vulnerable to decline under individual agreements. Morale is already low, and will continue to decrease under the proposed changes. This will lead directly to a decline in quality of education and potentially a loss of many professors to other sectors.

· These changes may be in breach of International Labour Organisation freedom of association and collective bargaining covenants, and are simply part of an ideological attack on unionism that does not have the best interests of employees at its centre.

CEVSOC supports the submissions of the National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU) on the issue of Australian Workplace Agreements.

In light of these faults with the proposed legislation, CEVSOC submits that it be rejected. Recognising that graduates generally pay a higher level of income tax and society as a whole benefits from a healthy tertiary education system, CEVSOC demands:

· That HECS fees are not increased

· That domestic undergraduate full fee paying places be abolished

· That the $3.7 billion allocated to funding loans for full fee paying places be spent directly on expanding the number of HECS places and improving the quality of university education.

· That Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) be rejected entirely

· That the collective bargaining rights of staff be maintained and funding not linked to Australian Workplace Agreements.

Regards,

The Civil and Environmental Engineering Society (CEVSOC),

The University of New South Wales,

Sydney, NSW

Contact: 
Robert Hughes, First Year Coordinator – CEVSOC committee member

9/233 Alison Road, Randwick, NSW, 2031



Email: r.hughes@student.unsw.edu.au 
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