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A SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation 1

That the Senate not ratify legislation that hinders access to higher education based on merit rather than the ability to pay. That the Senate initiate legislation proposing an increase in free and publicly funded university places and abolish all full fee places.

Recommendation 2

That the Senate refuse to endorse legislation that promotes user-pays principles and increases the financial burden of students to fund Higher Education. That there be no interest rate attached to HECS, PELS or the new loans scheme if introduced, and the HECS loans be made available for the entire duration of the course prescribed by the universities.

Recommendation 3.1
The Senate reject the level of Government funding to regional universities as inadequate and refer appropriate funding levels back to the government including that the number of Commonwealth scholarships be substantially increased to the level proposed by AVCC and be made available to all students, undergraduate or postgraduate, full time or part time. 

Recommendation 3.2

That the Government stop increasing charges to international students in any forms and provide more international scholarships to attract highly qualified candidates by placing academic merit above financial considerations so as to make Australian education accessible to not just the wealthy from developing countries.

Recommendation 4 

That the Senate rejects legislation that provides financial incentives for universities to sideline or abolish knowledge based courses – humanities and social sciences-essential for the fostering of social capital in Australia. In addition, the Senate review of Higher Education legislation reinstate an underlying and community accepted principle that access to university be based on merit – ENTER scores attained – and not wealth and that all legislation maintain the broadly recognised high quality  standard of teaching and learning in university courses throughout Australia.

Recommendation 5

The Senate rejects any legislation that does not recognise the importance of unions and student organisations to Australian democracy and higher education system and supports legislation that provides funding to universities that acknowledges their traditional academic and governance autonomy from government. In addition the Senate reject any legislation that attempts to introduce Voluntary Student Unionism.

Introduction 

The Deakin University Student Association (DUSA) is the representative body for 30,000 students, both undergraduate and postgraduate, of which 12,000 study externally and 2,500 are international students. Under section C3 of the DUSA Constitution, the purpose of DUSA is defined to advance the education of students of Deakin University by:

a. promoting the interests and welfare of students
b. promoting the equality of opportunities for students and prospective students;
c. representing students within and outside the University
d. co-ordinating the activities of students

i) on campuses,
ii) across campuses, and
iii) off campus; and

e. providing amenities and services, principally for students and other members of the University community, and incidentally to the public.

One of the values cherished by DUSA in its 2003 Strategic Plan is “Equitable and free access to the highest quality of scholarships, teaching and research”. DUSA welcomes opportunities to submit to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Reference Committee’s Enquiry into the Federal Government’s higher education funding and regulatory legislation proposed in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future (Commonwealth of Australia 2003). While DUSA supports initiatives of the Federal Government to increase university places, it opposes a number of measures and proposals of the Government to achieve its funding objectives. These measures and proposals are primarily against the principles of higher education which DUSA value including free and equitable access to higher education for all students. To support DUSA’s position, this submission will address the following issues:

1. Principles of free and equitable access to higher education 

2. Financial impact of the government proposed changes

3. Impact of government proposed changes on specific groups of students

4. Impact of government proposed changes on quality of education 

5. Independence of unions and student organisations

1. Principles of free and equitable access to higher education 

The Federal Government’s High Education Reform follows major policy shifts in higher education pursued during the last decade by both Labor and Liberal Governments. These policy shifts have resulted in the retreat of public funding from universities, introduction of user-pays principles for students and deregulation encouraging universities to adopt a more competitive and commercial approach to providing education.

While there has been a global trend since the late 1980s towards treating education the same as other service industries in which user-pays principles apply, national government policies play a key role in pushing education further into the market in Australia. Labor under the ‘Dawkins Revolution’ unveiled a series of reforms designed to improve the economic contribution and internal efficiency of the higher education system, and to establish market dynamics within the life of the educational institutions. The Liberal-National Coalition wanted market forces to play an even more important role in the higher education system to the extent of privatisation of many of the government and public sectors, that is to commercialise as many of the operations of higher education institutions as possible. A series of policies implemented by the current Government when it came into office in 1996 including funding cuts to higher education, the introduction of up-front fees, increasing of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) charges and introduction of full fee paying courses for local undergraduate students have all facilitated the commercialisation process of the higher education sector and brought the cost structures of public and private universities closer together. Phillips Curran’s Independent Study of the Higher Education Review: Stage 2 Report revealed:

Between 1995 and 2001, student contributions to higher education funding increased significantly while Commonwealth funding fell by almost 10% in real terms. The share of total university revenue contributed by students through HECS and fees rose from 23.6% in 1995 to 37.2% in 2001. The share of total university revenue contributed by the Commonwealth fell from 57.2% in 1995 to 43.8% in 2001. (Phillips et al 2003)
The Government in its policy paper Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future has proposed to allow universities to increase the HECS charges up to 30% and double the full fee places for undergraduate courses from 25 per cent to 50 per cent. Under such a proposal students will have to pay more and borrow more in order to access higher education. The ultimate objective of the new Government higher education policy is to further commercialise higher education in Australia through the entrenching of the user-pays principle in the sector. The consequence is obvious: higher education will become the privilege of the wealthy eventually. This is what has happened to international students from developing countries since the introduction of full fee policy for all international students commencing in 1990. 

It has been argued that the commercialisation of education would improve the quality of the service and make the service more efficient. While this argument is still open, it need not mean better access to education or improvements to the quality of education. Commercialisation of education also means deregulation or the regulation of the education industry by the market which will limit low-income earners’ access to higher education as noted by Professor Bruce Chapman:

The Howard Government’s decision to allow universities to charge Australians full fees will ultimately prevent talented but poor students from going on to higher education and will reinforce the dominance on campus of children of the well-to-do. (Maslen 1998)
‘Commercialisation takes place when production assumes some or all of the forms of market (exchange-based) production: sale of goods or services, scarcity and competition, profit-making, and so on’ (Marginson 1993:178). As some courses and institutions are more popular than others, these courses and institutions will increase in value resulting in fee increases thereby restricting further access of those ‘talented but poor students’. Rooney and Hearn have also argued:

Eroding diversity and quality in higher education leads to equity issues as well. However, the emerging oligopoly is also likely to promote rising higher education costs and thus, a further reduction in accessibility. Access, quality, and diversity all appear to be suffering because of the ways that markets operate when imposed on an environment that is unsuited to commodification. (Rooney and Hearn 2000:95)
Under the current Government proposals of allowing universities to raise HECS fees, fees for some courses will rise significantly. The more established and research oriented universities will be better positioned than others to raise fees and to attract students from more wealthy families. That is why the University of Sydney has decided to increase fees by 30% for all its courses (Illing 2003). Australian universities will become entrenched in a new ‘binary system’ of teaching and research, first class and second class, the rich and the poor. This will not contribute to creating a diverse higher education sector as claimed by the Government in which all are enabled to become top class and high quality in both teaching and research. This will restrict the choices for both Australian and international students among already a very limited number of universities in Australia. 

DUSA notes with both interest and concern the current controversy in which allegations have been made that the Minister for Education, Science and Training, Dr Brendan Nelson and his department have censored evidence showing that the Government’s policy of increasing HECS debt has, in fact, led to significant decline in participation rates in higher education by people who are economically disadvantaged. Apart from the allegations of inappropriate process, DUSA believes that the Senate should pursue a credible analysis of the data or, as the Minister states the research is inadequate for public release, credible research on this issue should be released publicly, which will determine the question one way or the other.

DUSA believes that it is a right to receive education including higher education, particularly in a democratic society (Marginson 1993: 79; AVCC 1997). The rate of higher education participation is also a major indicator of a developed society and equity within that society. Treating higher education as a commodity ‘threatens the critical and reflective roles of universities’ and ‘when education was reduced to a process of production and consumption the result was an economised form of consciousness that was uncivilised in a fundamental way’ (Healy 1999). 

DUSA opposes the user-pays principles upheld by the Government in its higher education reform package and advocates principles of free and equitable access to higher education. Therefore, DUSA opposes the Government’s proposal of increasing the HECS charges and the doubling the full fee places and recommends 

 2. Financial impact of the government proposals

The Commonwealth Government has – on balance – cut nearly $5 billion dollars from universities since 1996. The real value of university operating funds per subsidised student from the Commonwealth Government has fallen from $11,687 in 1996 per subsidised student to $9,362 in 2001 – amounting to an almost 20% reduction in funding per HECS student. The Government has cut government contribution per student by $2,325 from 1996 to 2001. The reduced funding per subsidised student has translated to a loss per year of 20 hours of tutorials and 10 hours of lectures (Lang 2003). In the meantime the Government has increased HECS fees by 110% and Australian students are contributing some of the highest revenue levels in the OECD while Australia’s expenditure on higher education and research is amongst the lowest of the OECD. Australia is one of only two OECD countries to take public money out of tertiary education in the last five years. The application of user-pays principle by the Government in the higher education sector has resulted in many qualified students denied the university places every year. For example, in 2002, 53,925 qualified Australians could not get a university place and again in 2003 more than 75,000 students were estimated to have missed out on the opportunity to attend university Australia wide (Lang 2003; NUS 2003). 

Instead of making more public investment to address the funding shortage of universities, the Government has proposed to further deregulate HECS fees. This will allow universities to charge a ‘top-up’ fee of up to 30% above the current HECS limit. Students could pay up to $8355 a year for a subsidised place in the most costly courses such as law, medicine, dentistry and veterinary science. Since the introduction of increased differential HECS rates in 1997, the rate of HECS deferral has climbed steadily reaching an all time high of 79% in 2001, which suggests that fee levels may have reached a point of considerable sensitivity in terms of students’ capacity to pay upfront (Phillips 2003). Further increase in HECS fees will opt increasing number of students out of the higher education system altogether. 

One obvious reason for this is the increase of student debt. Students could graduate with HECS debts of up to $50,000. Increasing debt will potentially discourage students from low socio-economic backgrounds, mature age students, women students, students from rural families going to university. They may decide not to go to university at all because of existing debt or their future capacity to pay off a debt. In New Zealand, which has a student debt similar to the Government’s proposals, it is projected to take a woman, on average, 51 years to pay off her HECS debt. Students will be forced into cheaper courses e.g. Arts rather than Medicine so leaving the prestigious courses to the more wealthy – their traditional preserve. We know that private school students are already over-represented in their ability to attain government-funded HECS places. These changes will increase that over-representation by wealthy families who can afford to send their children to university either via HECS or if the ENTER marks are not attained by a payment of full fee upfront.

Research suggests that financial pressures are having an increasing impact on student behaviours and study experiences (Phillips 2003). One example is that Australian students are working longer hours per week in order to support their studies. Phillips Curran’s report has predicted that ‘the net change resulting solely from Backing Australia’s Future is a reduction in HECS-liable places of 1175 EFTSU in 2008 compared with 2002’ (Phillips 2003). That means the competition for HECS places will grow substantially, and will make it harder for students to access a HECS funded place. 

If they miss out they will have no choice but to pay full fees to access the course of their choice. Moreover, the Government has imposed time limits for the completion of tertiary study and proposed to limit students’ ‘learning entitlement’ to five years under the HECS scheme. The five year limit will apply to students who transfer into different courses, take longer due to domestic or employment responsibilities which cause delays in completion of studies. A national computer program will be designed to track down students’ academic and loans history which will force students who fail to complete within the five year limit to transfer to a full-fee place. 

In 1998 the Government introduced undergraduate full-fee paying places, but capped the number of places at 25% for any given course. The cost of full fee paying courses was left for individual universities to determine based on market forces. Now the Government has proposed to double the amount of students who can enrol in courses with lower ENTER scores on the basis that they pay full fees thereby greatly boosting the revenue raising capacities of universities. With full-fee university places becoming the norm rather than the exception, many parents will face paying large sums – roughly equal to school fees set by the top private schools – every year in order to provide a tertiary education for their children. Given the limited number of HECS places in universities, half of university students would be forced to either pay for the full cost of their degrees upfront or accumulate a huge debt by taking out high-interest loans from the Government. 

The Government has proposed a new loan scheme called FEE HELP – the Higher Education Loan Program. The Government is using public funds ($800 million) not to create more publicly funded university places but to provide market interest loans (CPI + 3.5% interest per year for a maximum of 10 years and thereafter CPI) to students who will pay full fees. The loans will be capped at $50,000. After graduation, repayment threshold is $30,000. But the interest rate is in fact far greater than the current nominal interest rates charged on HECS loans (based on CPI). Students who study degrees costing more than $50,000 must find the additional money elsewhere. This is likely to be the case for most students studying anything beyond a three year degree. A law course at Melbourne University now costs approximately $150,000 dollars thereby restricting access to students with the capacity to take on such a debt at a young age or pay up-front fees. An Agriculture student at Melbourne University will have monthly repayments of $973 to pay off a 5 year loan after graduation and a repayment of $565 per month for 10 years. This will impact upon students’ ability to finance their future, like taking out a mortgage and having children. This FEE-HELP loan will also replace the previous Postgraduate Education Loan Scheme (PELS) introducing a new 3.5% cost increase making full fee paying postgraduate students to pay more. 

The Government is providing financial incentives to the more wealthy and discouraging those not so wealthy. By providing loans to fee-paying students the Government pretends to have provided a level playing field for all. But the truth is that it is all about a student’s ability to enter into and pay off large debts at a young age and not the level of marks you achieved. By increasing the number of fee paying students, universities can increase their revenue base allowing future public funding cuts to tertiary education. We are heading towards the American system where Government subsidized places will become increasingly rare and students rely on their parents or themselves to pay their way through university or accrue a huge debt if they can’t pay upfront.

DUSA opposes the Government’s higher education funding policy of shifting the financial burden of higher education onto students and their families and of introducing market interest rate loans and the learning entitlement of the five year limit. DUSA recommends

3. Impact of government proposed changes on specific groups of students 

While total higher education places for the 15 years of age plus population may not suffer in the long term when adding full fee and HECS places together, the Government proposed changes will disadvantage a number of student groups in their participation in higher education, particularly postgraduate students studying at rural and regional campuses and international students.

3.1) Students studying at rural and regional campuses

In recognising higher costs involved in providing places at regional campuses, the Government has proposed a total of $122.6 million over four years from 2004 for student places at regional campuses of public higher education institutions as a regional loading of the Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS). However, funding for the regional loading is calculated on the basis of EFTSU. Regional campuses enrolling a large proportion of part-time and off-campus students will be disadvantaged. As 27 of Australia’s 39 universities are eligible to apply for this regional money including the three wealthiest metropolitan universities, regional universities can gain very little benefit from regional loading.

As part of the CGS, the funding will be dependent on universities' adherence to National Governance Protocols and compliance with Commonwealth workplace relations policies. To obtain regional funding universities will have to negotiate with the Government on the number of students at regional campuses and the number of courses on offer. The result will be increased Government control over courses offered and numbers of students at regional campuses leading to predictions of specialization (CAPA 2003). In fact, the past Government funding cuts to universities have already undermined regional universities’ ability in their course and service provisions. Senator Gibbons, Federal Member for Bendigo believes that the Federal Government’s cuts to universities have cost central Victoria dearly and has found that La Trobe University Bendigo has lost in excess of $15.5 million over the past five years. This has resulted in a forced internal transfer of funding from regional to metropolitan campuses and the loss of over $2.5 milllion each year, which limits the Bendigo faculty’s ability to provide its diverse range of courses and services (Gibbons 2003). 

Competitive funding for university research and the increased expense involved in providing courses at regional universities have meant that universities outside the capital cities would find it harder to fund research and rural postgraduate students will be particularly affected. Regional universities will have to close courses and restrict their research, often meaning that students from rural and regional areas are forced to move to the city to study. As the majority of postgraduate students are over 30, and may have partners, children, aging parents or disabilities which make it difficult for them to relocate to the city if their department is closed Research degrees will be increasingly restricted to young, single, childless and mobile students. Postgraduate and undergraduate students being forced to relocate to metropolitan campuses will exacerbate decline in rural and regional communities and will tend to entrench individuals in metropolitan centres in post-study employment. Moreover, they will not be eligible for the Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships – 7,550 approximately for four year valued at $4,000 per year, only available to about 19% of full-time undergraduate students needing to relocate. 

One other concern is that regional universities usually have a higher share of students from low income families and from target equity groups. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the average farm debt in Australia was $253,000 in 2000. Regional universities can increase the HECS charges under the Government’s proposal, but can the traditional students in and from the regions afford to pay a higher HECS? Regional universities will be allowed to enrol up to 50 per cent of full fee paying students, but what advantages do they have to compete with metropolitan universities for full fee paying students, whether Australian or International? The Government has established the Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships (CECS) with priority given to full-time undergraduate students from low socio-economic and/or Indigenous backgrounds. But similar to the Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships, the number and the value of the CECS Scholarships are small. The total number is estimated to be 17,635 by 2007 with each scholarship worth $2,000 per year for up to four years. This is about 15 per cent of the target group and this scholarship is also merit based and subject to competition by students from both metropolitan and regional areas.

DUSA believes that regional universities not only make higher education easily accessible for rural and regional students but also play a key role in rural economic development and providing vital services to rural communities. DUSA supports the recommendation of Australia Vice-Chancellors Committee (AVCC) to double the number of scholarships provided for regional and rural students and for students from disadvantaged groups (AVCC 2003). 

3.2) International students

Currently about 300,000 international students are studying Australia’s onshore and offshore courses, over half of those are enrolled with Australia’s higher education providers. International students contribute an estimated five billion dollars to the Australian economy, about three billion dollars of the total are generated from those enrolled in the higher education sector. International student fees are one of the major sources of revenue for universities (ranging from 10 to 35 per cent). The Government has recognised the enormous benefits of having international students as part of Australian higher education system and has proposed in Backing Australia’s Future a total funding of $113 million including $41.7 million for the government to further promote education export opportunities. 

However, the funding proposed will largely come from international students the government hopes to recruit as outlined in the government’s proposed changes to visa application charges and international education provider registration fees. The government’s policy and funding measures seem to focus on getting more international students but charging them more for receiving an education from an Australian institution. A policy that increases costs results in student selection according to their ability to pay, and essentially focuses on economic benefits rather than the academic, social and cultural benefits international students could contribute to Australia (Chen 2001). DUSA strongly contends that international students make major contribution to Australian students university experience and that selection of international students should be in the context of aid and assistance to developing countries rather than as a cash cow for the Government and attracting the wealthy of the developing countries; once again on the basis of their ability to pay rather than merit.

Major changes proposed include the increase in education provider registration charge by 13-fold (from $10,000 per year to nearly A$200,000 for some individual universities) based on a fixed $300 plus $25 per student enrolled instead of the present varying scale of fees. This cost will be passed on to international students. As stated, current Australian education already favours the wealthy of international students. Further increase in fees will disadvantage further international students particularly from developing countries. Entry standard could be undermined as a result. With further deregulation of HECS fees and doubling of full fee places for Australian students, international students will be preferred even more as they pay the highest fees for all courses. The ENTER score required of international students is also lower than that of local students. The double standard for entry could disadvantage local students and jeopardise the quality of education. Further increase in numbers of international students without investment in infrastructure and resource development will also have adverse impacts on the quality of education for both international and local students.

The other change is the further increase in visa application charge. The government has proposed that International Education Contribution element of the Student Visa Application Charge (SVAC) be increased from 1 July 2003 from A$315 to A$400 which will generate $69.9 million in additional revenue for the Commonwealth Government over four years. The Australian visa fees have been almost tripled from $140 in 1996 to $400 in 2003. Even before this visa fee increase, Australian student visas already cost more than double the fee charged by the majority of Australia’s major competitors. In 2001 the student visa for New Zealand cost A$80, A$110 in the UK, and A$140 in Canada. This latest student visa fee increase has made Australia the most expensive country for students applying for a visa. 

In contrast to the very high fee charged, the processing of an Australian visa is among the most inefficient in terms of processing time (three to six months for Level 3 and Level 4 countries). Increased visa charge means greater loss for students when they have to reapply for a visa for whatever reason as all visa fees are not refundable. Increasing numbers of visa refusals based on incomplete documents submitted without asking for further information and without returning of submitted documents will add a lot more financial costs to applicants when reapplying. This may discourage applicants to try for a second time.

DUSA believes that international education is a reciprocal process and is about Australian partnerships not only with international students themselves but also their home countries. It involves responsibility, equality and reciprocity as Simone Volet has emphasised: ‘Education is not any market commodity. It involves people, communities, nations and the future of international relations’ (Volet 1997). 


4. Impact on quality of education

The discussion in Part 2 of this submission has shown that massive loss of university funding necessitates competition between universities to attract fee paying students and other private sources of funding resulting in diversion of teaching and administration resources into revenue raising activities. In turn, this exacerbates deteriorating teaching staff-student ratios from 14.5 in 1993 to 19.9 in 2001 leading to increased staff workload, stress and inappropriate cost cutting – all resulting in lower quality education for students. The research by the National Tertiary Education Union has concluded:

Australian universities are already highly reliant on tuition fees with only the US private universities exceeding Australia’s 36% of revenue from student fees. The changes proposed in Backing Australia’s Future will take us well beyond this point with significant negative implications for access to universities and the quality of education students receive. (NTEU 2003)
There have been increasing concerns about the quality of education since the 1990s. With the government’s budget funding cuts to higher education, increasing numbers of staff have lost their permanent positions, often to be replaced by sessional and part-time staff, which has caused disruption to service or inconsistency in policy implementation. Currie referred sessional workers as a ‘larger peripheral group of contract workers (more often women) who receive lower pay and have insecure appointments with no benefit’ as against ‘a small core group of academics who receive higher pay and benefits’ created by the business concept of ‘labour flexibility’ (Currie 1998:5). It was reported that students-staff ratios rose from 13.5 in 1989 to 17.9 in 1998 placing greater pressure on academics and tutorials (sic) (Illing 1999). Dr. Pat O’Shane, Chancellor of the University of New England, once called on the university sector to ‘unite against the forces of economic rationalism and its offshoot, managerialism’ and believed that ‘funding cuts to universities had meant attacks on tenure, an issue which struck most harshly at the position of women in universities’ (Bremner 1998). 

It was also believed that the quality of education could never be expected to improve while the focus remained on increasing student numbers and cutting costs (Editor 1999) and ‘as universities become more like businesses, they risk squandering the academic loyalty and the public support on which they depend’ (Marginson 1997:248). Marginson noted:

When there were more severe fiscal pressures, as in 1996 and after, universities preserved activities capable of generating commercial income, and sacrificed those areas which were not, especially if they also had relatively small student loads, such as classics (Marginson 1997:249)
A number of Arts and Social Sciences programs have been cut by universities because they generally enrolled fewer students and were thus considered ‘not economically viable’. Job and program cuts in Arts in a number of universities including Deakin University, Monash University and the University of Canberra generated heated debate and vigorous protest (Healy 1988a; Maslen 1997; Clements 1998; Healy 1998b). 

On the other hand, students with lower ENTER scores than HECS students can now enter university based on their ability to take on a debt or the ability of their family to pay up-front fees. Merit is being replaced by capacity to repay debt or pay up-front fees. If merit is not the criteria for entry to university, standards will start to fall. The quality of education has been affected by the lowering of entry requirement in order to attract more fee-paying students. It was reported that ‘MBAs were being awarded to fee-paying international students when some could hardly speak English’; ‘foreign students who pay full fees are passing their courses without really understanding what they are being taught'; and other fee-payers were recruited but inadequately prepared to tackle a higher education course (Maslen 1998a). Tony Coady also noted:

It is now notorious common knowledge within universities (though seldom admitted openly) that academically inadequate students, especially those who pay fees, are too often graded above their merits, and that those who fail such students will be subject to disapproval from above and below. (Coady 2000:xii)
In those cases, profit or money has become a priority in providing education. Those practices were criticised as an exercise in money-making and having very little to do with education. Critics warned that ‘if universities want to play commercial games it won’t be long before a fee-paying student sues them for breach of contract, breach of the Trade Practices Act and breach of the Fair Trading Act’ (Maslen 1998b). The quality of education has also been affected by the over-crowdedness of lecture halls and computer labs and by the lack of the individual attention to students by their lecturers. The substantial increase of fee paying students in some courses such as Business and Commerce and Information Technology has been achieved at the cost of shrinking of other courses particularly in Humanities and Social Sciences and ‘at the cost of a blow-out in class sizes and a mounting drain on university finances’ (Gibbons 2003). Concerns have been raised in a number of countries about the standard of courses offered in Australia which compared unfavourably with those of the United Kingdom and the USA (Lawley and Blight 1997:25). 

It has been pointed out that universities’ diversifying their funding sources were borne of necessity and government policy and that 

As long as governments fail to grasp the importance of education in the next century, universities will continue to attempt to do more with less. Eventually (and unhappily) they must start to fail (Editor 1999).

DUSA believes that education, particularly Humanities education, contributes directly to the advancement of civil societies and human civilisation and should be supported by public funds. DUSA recommends


5. Independence of unions and student organisations

While the Government has proposed extra funding of $1.46 billion for higher education over a four year (2004-07) period, only about half ($753 Million) is genuine new funding as indicated by the research of NTEU (NTEU 2003). Further, much of this funding will be tied to the changes to workplace and governance practices. The Government has made an unprecedented move to amend the Workplace Relations Act to make illegal academic staff taking protected industrial action ( in support of the union’s claims for an Enterprise Agreement)  thereby preventing Enterprise Agreements and withholding millions of dollars in funding from institutions that fail to implement individual workplace contracts with staff. The Government attempts to force university staff to negotiate their own work conditions thereby sidelining the need to be in a union. If successful it will mean the common conditions that apply across universities due to common Enterprise Agreements will start to disappear. The potential result could be that wealthier universities catering to wealthier students will attract more experienced and higher paid staff while regional universities will attract less experienced and lower paid staff. The Minister for Education, Science and Training, Dr Brendan Nelson, states that it’s unfair that ‘better’ staff can’t be rewarded with better pay – this principle doesn’t apply in parliament where all politicians get the same amount depending on their years of parliamentary service and their perceived ability. This will undermine the collective bargaining power of unions in seeking better pay and better conditions for staff across all universities and will increase unprecedented disparities in pay and conditions between different universities.

The Government has again expressed its intention to introduce legislation to enforce Voluntary Student Unionism by penalizing any university which collects fees from students that are not directly related to the provision of courses. The Government’s assumption is that it is unfair that students are required to pay fees to the university with a proportion of the fees being given to the student association. 

The reality is that student associations provide vital services and leisure activities for students not directly related to courses but essential to a positive experience of university life such as housing, welfare, clubs and societies. Importantly, student associations also provide advocacy of issues important to all students and input on internal university procedures or on public policy such as Crossroads. DUSA each year handles hundreds of advocacy cases directly related to students’ course experiences and to improving quality of teaching and research in the university. It advocates strongly on behalf of international students and plays a critical role in ensuring that they achieve their academic goals and obtain a positive educational experience in Australia. Through VSU the Government is trying to silence the student voice. It doesn’t work – in West Australia they applied VSU, some associations collapsed and students lost all of their services and activities – many of them having to be run by the university itself.

DUSA believes that the independence of unions and student organisations is an inseparable part of democratic society like Australia and it contributes to the improvement of Australia’s higher education system. DUSA recommends 


Conclusion

The above discussion has suggested that the newly proposed Commonwealth Grant Scheme will disadvantage regional universities and regional campuses in the competition for full fee paying students, full-time research students as well as HECS students. Regional universities have already lost many research places as a result of introduction of the Research Training Scheme (CAPA 2002). One outcome of the higher education reform proposed by the Government could be that some universities have become even richer while others are struggling financially, both nationally and regionally. With the limitation of Learning Entitlement for five years and loan amount of $50,000 with market interest rates, students from low income families at regional and rural areas will find even harder to access higher education, particularly postgraduate education. The principle of life long learning will be undermined. Some courses such as the Medicine and Law will become the privilege of the wealthy. 

The government’s proposed changes, particularly deregulation of HECS fees and doubling of full fee places in Backing Australia’s Future will deter many Australians particularly those from equity groups from accessing higher education. The increase in international student fees and high visa refusal rate will discourage many international students, particularly those from developing countries, to choose Australia as their study destination. The future of Australian higher education lies in the Government policy of more public funding to enable all universities to become top-class teaching as well as research universities rather than the differentiation of the two and the divide between “haves” and “have-nots” which will in turn restrict the choices by both Australian and international students. Only by making more public investment in higher education rather than by shifting the costs to students and their families or commercial enterprises and partnerships can the quality of education be maintained and Australia’s skill base be strengthened. Otherwise, Australia will lose its attraction to not only international students but also many Australians including new migrants who want to establish their future here. 

References 

AVCC 1997, ‘The costs and benefits of a not-so-natural resource’, Campus Review, September 24, p. 12.

AVCC 2003, ‘Excellence and Equity: Foundations for the Future of Australia's Universities: The AVCC Response to the Higher Education Reforms in the 2003 Budget’, Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee, http://www.avcc.edu.au/news/public_statements/publications/ResponseFinal03.pdf.

Bremner, B. 1998, ‘O'Shane condemns uni 'managerialism'’, Campus Review, July 15, p. 1.

Chen, Q. 2001 ‘Australia’s International Students: Policies and Experiences, PhD thesis, Deakin University.

Clements, Q. 1998, ‘ANU students condemn senator Reid in open letter’, ANU Students' Associations.

Coady, T. 2000, ‘Preface’, in Coady, T. ed., Why Universities Matter, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, pp. ix-xvii.

Commonwealth of Australia 2003, ‘Our Universities: Backing Australia's Future’, policy paper, http://www.backingaustraliasfuture.gov.au/policy_paper/policy_paper.pdf.

Councils of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) 2002, ‘Implementing the Research Training Scheme: The consequences for postgraduate research students’, CAPA Research Paper, November, http://www.capa.edu.au/frameset.html?/briefing/index.html

Councils of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) 2003, ‘Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, CAPA’s analysis of the consequences for postgraduate students’, Constituent briefing paper, 14 May, ‘http://www.capa.edu.au/frameset.html?/briefing/index.html

Currie, J. 1998, ‘Introduction’, in Currie, J. and Newson, J. eds., Universities and Globalisation: Critical Perspectives, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, pp. 1-13.

Editor 1999, ‘The price of education excellence’, April 21, The Australian, http://www.theaustralian.com.au.

Gibbons, S. 2003, ‘Submission to Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee: Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation’, Federal Member for Bendigo.

Healy, G. 1998a, ‘Arts faculty regrets job cuts’, The Australian, September 16, p. 39.

Healy, G. 1998b, ‘Uni razor gang targets Arts’, The Australian, August 26, p. 3.

Healy, G. 1999, ‘Beware the globalisers’, The Australian, March 24.

Illing, D. 1999, ‘Fees replace funding’, The Australian, June 19.

Illing, D. 2003, ‘Reforms to treble full-fee uni spots’, The Australian, July 19.

Lang, T. 2003, ‘Have you got what you paid for?’ Crossfire, Issue 6, p. 8.

Lawley, M. and Blight, D. 1997, ‘International Students: Reasons for Choice of An Overseas Study Destination’, The 11th Australian International Education Conference, September 30 – October 2, Melbourne.

Marginson, S. 1993, Education and Public Policy in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne.

Marginson, S. 1997, Markets in Education, Allen & Unwin, Sydney.

Maslen, G. 1997, ‘Protest over performing arts cuts’, Campus Review, October 29, p. 4.

Maslen, G. 1998a, ‘Full-fees a 'waste' of talent’, Campus Review, February 4, p. 4.

Maslen, G. 1998b, ‘Universities under fire over 'commercial games'’, Campus Review, April 1, p. 5.

National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU) 2003, ‘Government Misrepresents Funding Gain to Universities’, National Tertiary Education Union, http://www.nteu.org.au//news/5391/6059.

National Union of Students (NUS) 2003, ‘Government Cuts mean 55 000 students have missed out so far’, National Union of Students, http://www.unistudent.com.au/about/medrelarticle.php3?resid=144&ts=1060658526.

Phillips et al 2003, ‘Independent Study of the Higher Education Review: Stage 2 Report. Melbourne’, KPA Consulting, http://www.curriculum.edu.au/mceetya/indep_study.htm.

Rooney, D. and Hearn, G. 2000, ‘Of Minds, Markets, and Machines: How Universities Might Transcend the Ideology of Commodification’, in Inayatullah, S. and Gidley, J. eds., The University in Transformation: Global Perspectives on the Futures of the University, Bergin & Garvey, Westport, Connecticut, pp. 91-103.

Volet, S. 1997, ‘International Education: Reciprocity, Responsibility and Opportunities’, The 8th International Student Advisers Network of Australia Conference: International education: In it together, December, Melbourne.



Recommendation 1


That the Senate not ratify legislation that hinders access to higher education based on merit rather than the ability to pay. That the Senate initiate legislation proposing an increase in free and publicly funded university places and abolish all full fee places.





Recommendation 2


That the Senate refuse to endorse legislation that promotes user-pays principles and increases the financial burden of students to fund Higher Education. That there be no interest rate attached to HECS, PELS or the new loans scheme if introduced, and the HECS loans be made available for the entire duration of the course prescribed by the universities.





Recommendation 3.1


The Senate reject the level of Government funding to regional universities as inadequate and refer appropriate funding levels back to the government including that the number of Commonwealth scholarships be substantially increased to the level proposed by AVCC and be made available to all students, undergraduate or postgraduate, full time or part time.





Recommendation 3.2


That the Government stop increasing charges to international students in any forms and provide more international scholarships to attract highly qualified candidates by placing academic merit above financial considerations so as to make Australian education accessible to not just the wealthy from developing countries.





Recommendation 4 


That the Senate rejects legislation that provides financial incentives for universities to sideline or abolish knowledge based courses – humanities and social sciences-essential for the fostering of social capital in Australia. In addition, the Senate review of Higher Education legislation reinstate an underlying and community accepted principle that access to university be based on merit – ENTER scores attained – and not wealth and that all legislation maintain the broadly recognised high quality  standard of teaching and learning in university courses throughout Australia.








Recommendation 5


The Senate rejects any legislation that does not recognise the importance of unions and student organisations to Australian democracy and higher education system and supports legislation that provides funding to universities that acknowledges their traditional academic and governance autonomy from government. In addition the Senate reject any legislation that attempts to introduce Voluntary Student Unionism.�
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