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THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW ENGLAND STUDENTS ASSOCIATION

SUBMISSION

to the

SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS AND EDUCATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE

(INQUIRY INTO HIGHER EDUCATION FUNDING AND REGULATORY LEGISLATION)

REGIONAL SPECIFIC ISSUES

The University of New England Students Association (UNESA) believes the higher education reforms proposed in the 2003 federal budget fail to adequately provide for the special needs of regional universities, regional students and regional communities. The consequences of such reforms would be disastrous for the University of New England, its students, and the whole New England region. Therefore, UNESA opposes the reforms and condemns any attempt to bring them into effect.

1. UNE and the region

The University of New England (UNE) has long been a focal point of the New England region. UNE has provided access to higher education for many regional Australians, encouraged young people to stay in the community, and enriched the intellectual, cultural and economic life of the region.

· 71 per cent of UNE’s young graduates gain employment in regional Australia.

· UNE provides 25.4 per cent of the local area’s total employment.

· Around $280 million is injected by UNE into Armidale each year.

The University has a strong responsibility to the region and its development. Links with the community in areas such as research, business, education and consultancy continue to be strengthened. UNE makes an invaluable contribution to the cultural, social, professional and intellectual life of the Armidale community. This contribution is all the more pertinent when one considers the hard times regional Australia has recently fallen upon.

2. The effects of the proposed reforms on UNE and the region

The relationship between UNE and the New England region outlined above would be seriously compromised by the proposed reforms, as would UNE’s ability to contribute to the future growth of the community. 

(a) Diversity at UNE

For UNE to maintain its standard of excellence and adequately provide for the community, diversity in teaching and research is absolutely essential. The ‘discipline mix’ for each individual university proposed in the reforms package, which would be negotiated annually by the government, would mean specialisation over time for UNE, and ultimately a reduction in the diversity of the courses offered. It could also quite possibly mean the loss of much of the important research undertaken at UNE each year.

UNE currently offers a wide variety of courses, from law and agriculture to IT. Many of these courses have low enrolments, but are valuable and worth keeping even if they aren’t particularly profitable. UNE must maintain this diversity  by continuing to offer courses that may have small enrollments by comparable standards with metropolitan universities, but are credible, academically vigorous and provide regional students with the opportunities they deserve. 

Research at UNE benefits not only the quality of the teaching and scholarship at the institution, but also the region as a whole. The reforms would mean UNE would be severely restricted in terms of the number and variety of courses it could offer.

· This would be of serious consequence to the region. Students would be forced to leave the community to study courses that UNE could no longer offer.

· The long-term effect would be a serious ‘brain drain’ on the Armidale region.

There is evidence of debt-aversion amongst students from lower socio-economic backgrounds and rural isolated areas (Professor Richard James, Centre for the Study of Higher Education, submission to the Crossroads Review of Higher Education) and the recently suppressed sections of the National Report on Australia’s Higher Education Sector 2001. This fact is particularly pertinent to UNE as it draws upon a regional student base, and will have detrimental implications for regional Australia, as discussed below.

Any specialisation of regional universities through the annually negotiated Funding Agreements will compromise the full spectrum of academic pursuit that is currently available to students from regional areas at UNE. Givem that large proportions of UNE’s internal students are derived from and return to regional areas (71% of young graduates return to employment in regional areas - Ingrid Moses UNE staff publication Smith’s Weekly August 2003) this will inevitably compromise the intellectual capital of the regions. 

(b) Regional loading

UNE would be seriously disadvantaged under the regional loading system contained in the package. This is because universities do not receive funding for their external students.

· UNE would be ineligible for additional funding for 74.2 per cent of its students.

· This would have devastating consequences for rural and regional students and their access to higher education. Distance education serves the needs of students from isolated communities in a unique way. The regional loading measures would severely inhibit UNE’s ability to serve the region through its provision of comprehensive distance education programmes.

(c) Issues of equity for rural and isolated students

The Vice Chancellor of UNE has stated that the university may have to increase HECS fees in the future if it does not receive a greater indexation of funding. UNE has recently announced an increase of 9% in HECS fees for law students. Regional universities such as UNE provide increased access to Higher Education for students from regional or lower-socio-economic groupings. Large proportions of UNE’s students are from regional and rural Australia, and are from cash-strapped families, often the first in their family to come to university (Ingrid Moses Smith’s Weekly August 2003 p 9). Under the current proposals UNE is facing a major loss in financial resources, as compared to other regional universities such as CSU or SCU (Moses Smiths Weekly p 9). Increases in fees, the lack of diversity in courses offered, and the lack of regional loading for external students will severely inhibit the access to higher education of students from rural and isolated communities.

· The significant cost of undertaking university study is a major barrier to rural and isolated students continuing their education.

· Higher HECS fees, despite the option of deferring payment, would be a serious deterrent for people from rural areas.

· Students from the New England region who wished to study a course that UNE no longer offered would have to move to a metropolitan university in order to study. Considering the costs associated with moving away from home to study, this might not be an option.

These reforms would create a two-tiered system, meaning some degrees would be seen as more valuable than others. This would mean students with cash-backing would have an unfair advantage over those who have the ability but not the dollars.

3. Alternatives

UNESA proposes that the higher education reforms package be abandoned and, as an alternative, 

i) the government drastically increase public funding to regional universities in accordance with the needs of the institutions, their students and their communities

ii) the government commit to ensuring regional universities are able to provide diverse teaching and research programmes so regional communities are able to have access to a range of educational opportunities, regardless of their location, and 

iii) the government seriously consider extra funding for UNE to expand its course programmes to include areas such as medical and veterinary science, which would be of great benefit to the community.

