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The Students’ Association of Adelaide University (SAUA) is the peak representative body for all students enrolled at the University of Adelaide. The University of Adelaide is comprised of four campuses – North Terrace, Roseworthy, Waite and Thebarton Campus and have over 16 000 enrolled students. The SAUA is an affiliate of the Adelaide University Union, as legislated in Section 21 of the University of Adelaide Act 1971.

The SAUA welcomes this opportunity to comment on the Federal Government’s higher education package, Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, on behalf of our members, the students of Adelaide University. 

The SAUA Mission Statement is as follows: 

· The Student’s Association of the University of Adelaide’s (SAUA) primary objective is to provide accountable, strong, relevant, and transparent representation to its membership. The SAUA is the peak student representative body on campus, and is the primary advocate for students, to the University, Government and the wider community. 

· The Student’s Association recognises its opportunity, and obligation to highlight issues affecting students in the education sector, and people in the broader community. The SAUA will uphold the principles of equity and accessibility in the Education sector. 

· The SAUA will lobby all relevant bodies and do all possible to ensure that students, young people, and people within the higher education sector are represented, and their views, convictions, and opinions are supported.

This statement directs the SAUA’s day-to-day operations and as such this mission statement will provide the direction and foundation for the SAUA’s submission. 

While the SAUA is enthusiastic about the opportunity to contribute to the inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation, our eagerness is driven by our very real fear that the reforms proposed by the Federal Government in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future will mean the end for accessible and equitable education in Australia.

On August 12th 2003, the SAUA held an Adelaide University General Student Meeting. The following motions were passed:

1. The Students’ Association and the students of Adelaide University condemn the Federal Government’s continuing attacks on Higher Education in Australia.

2. The Students’ Association and the students of Adelaide University oppose the reforms proposed in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future. We urge all members of the senate to be concerned about the needs of students when considering these unjust and elitist reforms.

The SAUA wishes to comment on the following areas of Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future:

Policy Area 2.1: Commonwealth Grant Scheme

Policy Area 2.2: Increased Commonwealth Course Contributions

Policy Area 2.3: National Governance Protocols

Policy Area 2.5: Conversion of Marginal Places

Policy Area 2.8: Learning Entitlements

Policy Area 2.9: Changes to Arrangements for Full Fee Paying Students

Policy Area 3.1: HECS-HELP
Policy Area 3.2:  FEE-FELP

Policy Area 13: Optional Membership of Student Organisations

Context of Submission

Since the Howard Government came into office in 1996, Australia’s universities and their students have faced constant and severe attacks. From increases to HECS to decreases in operating grants, the last eight years have placed Australia’s higher education system in an extremely tenuous position. Currently, Australia ranks as one of the highest fee charging countries for higher education, along with America, Japan, Chile, Korea and New Zealand.

Since 1996, real value of university operating funds allocated by the Federal Government has decreased. By 2001 the Commonwealth was allocating almost $2000 less per student than when they first took office. The National Union of Students translates these funding cuts into very real terms and estimates that they result in universities losing:

* 20 hours of tutorial each year per student

* 10 hours of lectures each year per student

* a professor/student ration of 1:100

Australian families are now paying $900 million more for higher education than they did eight years ago.  Differential HECS, the introduction of up-front fees, funding cuts that have forced the student teacher ratio to increase to dangerously high levels, privatisation of public learning, the deregulation of HECS and continual and unjustifiable all round cuts to higher education have made the current government the biggest threat faced by tertiary students in a long time.

In addition to this Australian students have seen the virtual demise of any realistic and adequate income support from the Coalition Government. The introduction of the Common Youth Allowance, and its consequent alternations and restrictions and the virtual decimation of Austudy are both indicative of the attitude towards students and their wellbeing held by this government.

These reforms are being proposed into a system already suffering at the hands of the Howard Government, and it is the belief of the SAUA that these latest proposals are a continuation of that elitist attitude. 

Policy Area 2.1: Commonwealth Grant Scheme

The SAUA is hesitant to accept the Federal Government’s assertion that the new Commonwealth Operating Grant will ‘encourage greater flexibility in the sector’. 

The Commonwealth Grant Scheme will force universities to reconsider the diversity of disciplines they can afford to enrol students in. The highly differentiated levels of Commonwealth contributions give some indication as to the Government’s real ‘national priorities’ – humanities courses draw        $4 180, engineering and science attract three times that amount. 

The SAUA also finds little comfort in the proposal of annual negotiation of discipline mix that will occur between the university and the Federal Government. These negotiations will be directed by the particular discipline direction of each university. Adelaide University is one of Australia’s premier research universities and the SAUA fears that Adelaide University students studying in areas that do not fit as well into that particular university direction will suffer in the pursuit of funding. In 2002 Adelaide University had 4 632 students studying in disciplines of society and culture, and 2 638 students in disciplines of management and commerce
. The level of Commonwealth contribution for these two areas are amongst the bottom three levels provided by the Government and it is the hope of the SAUA that these students are not forgotten along the way.

Making the increases to the Commonwealth Grant Scheme dependant upon a university implementing the Federal Government’s industrial relations policies further angers the SAUA. The SAUA is disgusted that the Federal Government is using the education of young Australians as leverage to assert their control over the industrial rights of university staff.

The SAUA believes the Commonwealth Grant Scheme undermines the basics of the HECS system, that is, the Government’s insistence on students contributing to the cost of their education. A student studying law will attract an annual Commonwealth contribution of  $1 509, and will be paying up to   $8 355 each year in HECS fees. What the Commonwealth Grant Scheme will effectively mean is that students will be the primary source of funding for their tertiary education, and it will be the Government who is making a contribution. The SAUA believes this goes directly against the notion of publicly funded higher education.

Policy Area 2.2: Increased Commonwealth Course Contributions

The SAUA is extremely concerned about the implications of the Increased Commonwealth Course Contributions policy. Making additional funding contingent on universities adhering to Commonwealth workplace relations policies  - in particular Australian Workplace Agreements – is a direct and unashamed attack on the rights of university staff. The industrial rights of university staff are supported wholly by the SAUA, and the intention of the Federal Government to make any additional funding contingent on staff putting those rights in jeopardy is an absolute disgrace. The NTEU argues, and the SAUA agrees, that 

“AWA’s are only necessary if the employer wants to deprive the employee of entitlements they would otherwise have under their Agreement …the Government’s long term aim is to use AWA’s to replace collective bargaining with individual bargaining which always weakens the rights of staff.”

The SAUA recognises that university staff protected by the best possible workplace agreements are going to be better educators. The threats posed by this policy area do nothing for the quality or equity of the higher education sector.

Policy Area 2.3: National Governance Protocols

The SAUA is concerned about the implications of the National Governance Protocols for student representatives involved in university governance. It seems to be the intention of the Federal Government to use the new protocols as a way of removing student input and representation from governing bodies in Australian universities and steering those bodies toward a more privatised and corporate direction.

SAUA policy regarding student representation within the university states:

· The SAUA as the peak representative body for students on campus believes that it should be at the forefront of any decision-making process that affects students. The SAUA believes that all university committees must contain student representation.

· The SAUA believes that the membership of university council and academic board should contain at least 4 undergraduate Student Representatives, 2 Postgraduate representatives, and should also contain on University Council members of the academic staff who are members in their capacity as trade union representatives.

· The SAUA believes that all decision making bodies of the University must allow general student involvement.

The SAUA believes that the only way student needs can truly be represented to bodies of university governance is to include students as members. The SAUA condemns the Federal Government on yet another attack on the rights of students to contribute to the running of their university.

Policy Area 2.5: Conversion of Marginal Places

NUS estimates that in 2002 there were over 32 200 marginally funded places in universities across Australia.
 The Federal Government is only planning on converting 25 000 to fully funded places. Adelaide University has a current marginal student load of 921, and with 2004 target load of 170, Adelaide University is facing a loss of 751 Government subsidised university places. 
 The SAUA believes that the Government’s marginally conversion policy is in essence a further strategy to remove more subsidised university places.

Policy Area 2.8: Learning Entitlements

Learning entitlements demonstrate the Federal Government’s ignorance as to the very real issues affecting students during their time at university. This area of policy assumes that study is the only thing occurring in the life of a university student and that once a student is on a particular study course – it is smooth and straight sailing. The Federal Education Minister is himself proof that this is not the case as he changed both university (Adelaide to Flinders) and well as degree (Economics to Medicine).

The five-year funding clause impacts most significantly on marginalised groups within the higher education system. The NTEU has reported that Indigenous students are 74% less likely to complete topics on time than non-Indigenous students. Similarly, the limit assumes that university study and students exist in a vacuum. Women often take time of study due to pregnancy and family commitments. Queer students also face unique challenges and barriers to on time completion of study, as well as students with disabilities. And now more than ever, students need to take part-time work to support them and this is not conducive to effective study. 

In September of 2001, the Australian Vice Chancellor’s Committee released Paying Their Way: A survey of Australian Undergraduate Student Finances. The findings revealed in this report indicate that a significant number of students are struggling to attend classes, due to their challenging financial circumstances. The Australian Bureau of Statistics estimates that between 1990 and 2000, the number of people combining paid employment and study increased by a staggering 333 000. The largest growth in this area was amongst full-time students taking on some degree of part-time work.
 

The findings of the AVCC seem to concur with the finding of the ABS. They report that in 2000, 72.5% of full-time students were in paid employment, working an average of 14.5 hours per week – nearly three times longer than twenty years ago. Over 50% of part-time students are employed in full-time positions, and over another 30% work part-time or causal work.
 

The Paying Their Way survey found that over 30% of full-time students were missing classes ‘frequently’ because of they needed to be in paid employment, and over half of these respondents felt it was having serious consequences for their studies. Part-time students report a higher incidence of missed classes (18.1% ‘frequently’ and 31.4% ‘sometimes’) and a higher rate of respondents reporting it having a negative impact on their study (30.1%). Part-time students are also eligible for less student income support.

What this all adds up to is close to 500 000 students across the country who feel they are not able to study to the best of their ability because their financial need to work is hindering their capability to study. These are the students that face the prospect of having to pay full fees for any topic of their degree that extends over the learning entitlement period.
The SAUA believes it is the right of every student to participate in the democratic process on his or her campus. Student representation and Student Organisations are vital to promoting and protecting the rights of all enrolled students – these pursuits are also time consuming and require a great deal of commitment from students willing to be involved. The SAUA considers that student representation and academic work can and should happen concurrently. Learning entitlements are going to affect the choices students can make when considering getting involved in student activism on their campus. The thought of having to pay full fees should their representative roles extend their degree over the five-year limit will act as a significant deterrent to students considering student organisation participation, and in conjunction with the intention to introduce VSU, signifies the Federal Government’s desire to destroy student organisations.

By allowing individual universities to manage their own appeal processes for complications arising from breaches of the Learning Entitlements, it appears the Federal Government is not willing to take on the responsibility for cleaning up the inevitable mess this policy area will create. The SAUA would be interested in further clarification as to the extent of individual institutional powers in appeal processes, and any proposed guidelines provided to them by the Federal Government.

Policy Area 2.9: Changes to Arrangements for Full Fee Paying Students

The Federal Government’s proposed increased cap of Domestic Undergraduate Full Fee (DUFF) places from 25% to 50% represents one of the most vicious attacks on the concept of merit and mind over money. 

Since 1998 Adelaide University has offered domestic undergraduate full fee paying places – capped at 10%. These places are not popular with students, the Adelaide places are rarely utilised because not only do Adelaide University students reject the principle of being able to ‘purchase a degree’, the cost is simply to much for most students and their families to cope with. 

Last month the University of Adelaide announced changes to the way DUFF places would operate in 2004.  In a media release about the issue, SAUA President Sarah Hanson-Young stated:

“The bottom line of it all is the Students’ Association of Adelaide University opposes domestic up front fee places. We object to the notion that a student’s access to money matters more than their minds. The ability to buy your way into university is not what higher education should be about.” 
The SAUA is in absolute opposition to domestic undergraduate full fee places in Australian Universities and opposes the trend of the Howard Government of allowing those who are fortunate enough to be in a position to purchase a place at university to be prioritised over those who have earned their place.

The National Union of Students has reported on the differing levels of cut off marks for HECS students and full fee students that have occurred in universities around the country. Generally the cut off mark for a full fee paying place is approximately 5% below that of government subsidised HECS place. However, according to the National Union of Students, there have been examples of universities lowering the cut off mark for full fee place or by up to 20%. 
 

In expanding the number of domestic undergraduate places in the way that they have, the SAUA believes the Federal Government has failed to consider the demographic of students that will be forced to access these places. A study conducted by the Monash University Centre for Population and Urban Research established that while 51% of students studying in private high schools in Victoria scored an ENTER of over 90, only 11% of students in Victorian government schools scored equivalently. The Federal Government had failed to realise that this trend in scores will likely result in more government subsided places being used by students from private high schools, leaving students from government schools, and traditionally from a lower socio economic background, to DUFF places that they simply cannot afford.

The National Union of Students has expressed concerns, and they are strongly shared by the SAUA, about the issue of DUFF students being able to transfer over to a HECS place. This not only raises issues of students being able to ‘buy’ their way into a government supported place, but also raises questions about how this issue would affect the 5 Year Learning Entitlement.

While the Government may claim that the FEE-HELP system makes it easier for lower socio-economic students to access DUFF places, they have again failed to consider the consequences for those students. Lifelong and generational debt does not seem to concern the Federal Government who have produced bandaid solution after bandaid solution when trying to reform higher education.

Although explicitly legislated against in the past, this Federal Government is proposing to allow domestic full fee paying places to exist in medicine. The SAUA sees this reform as highly irresponsible, and a further attack on students from a lower socio-economic background, who even with a FEE-HELP loan are less likely to be able to cover the remaining cost of a medical degree (anything up to $150 000). On the 14th of August, the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Sydney voted unanimously to reject the 10% fee paying places proposed by the Federal Government. The SAUA urges all universities to follow suit.

Policy Area 3.1 HECS-HELP

The SAUA is appalled at the Federal Government’s decision to further deregulate public education in Australia. A 30% increase to HECS fees is something that students simply cannot afford.

SAUA policy regarding the deregulation of public education is as follows:

The SAUA rejects any moves by governments to deregulate the education sector, and affirms its position that education should be publicly funded, and publicly administered.

The changes to the Higher Education Contribution Scheme will mean the following increase:

Students studying LAW, DENTISTRY MEDICINE OR VETINARY SCIENCE courses currently have an annual HECS fee of $6136. This will increase upwards of $8355.

Students studying ACCOUNTING COMMERCE, ECONOMICS, MATHS SCIENCE, AGRICULTURE, and COMPUTING OR ENGINEERING courses currently have an annual HECS fee of $5242. This will increase upwards of $7137.

Students studying HUMANITIES, ARTS, VISUAL AND PERFORMING ARTS OR FORIGEN LANGUAGE courses currently have an annual HECS fee of $3680. This will increase upwards of $5010.

Since their election in 1996, the Howard Government has pushed the level of student contribution to the cost of tertiary education out to 40% - an increase of 20%. The reforms proposed in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future are going to extend that to approximately 56%.
 

Australian students are already making amongst the highest contributions to the cost of their education in the OECD – Australian students pay more for their education than students attending private US universities. Australian graduates also average a lower private benefit from their education than many international graduates. NUS estimates that while Australian graduates earn 36% more than those with out tertiary qualifications, they are still well below the OECD average of 60%

By allowing individual universities to increase their fees by up to 30%, the Federal Government is engaging in an exercise of blame shifting. The Government feels is can assert that the choice to increase, or decrease fees rests solely with each individual institution, and that the choices that those universities make are not the responsibility of the Federal Government.

The SAUA was disappointed in both the actions and decision of the Sydney University Senate in choosing to increase their fees by the maximum 30% level even before the a decision is reached in Federal Parliament. The SAUA has been in correspondence with the Vice Chancellor Of Adelaide University, Professor James McWha and have received reassurance that the University of Adelaide will not behave in any similar fashion to the University of Sydney. 

The SAUA recognises that the lifting of the HECS repayment threshold to  $30 000 is somewhat of step in the right direction to redressing the damage caused by the Federal Governments continuing attacks on students, however in the context of the inevitable fee increases, $30 000 still falls short of allowing new graduates with any room to move financially. A $30 000 repayment threshold will still see new graduates struggle to pay the basics such as rent and living expenses.

The SAUA supports the recognition of Nursing and Teaching as National Priorities, and concurs with the Government’s decision not to apply the 30% increase to those disciplines. However, the SAUA believes that if the Government is serious about these areas being considered national priority areas they need to address the problems facing these essential areas of study – simply agreeing not increase fees is not enough.

The absorption of the current HECS system into the HECS-HELP system changes none of the inequities of HECS, provides no real assistance to students and is typical of the Howard Governments lacklustre attitude to struggling students.

Policy Area 3.2:  FEE-FELP

The possible consequences of the proposed Higher Education Loan Program are as extensive as they are dire. The SAUA finds the Government’s suggestion that FEE-HELP will assist students from lower socio-economic backgrounds to be offensive and ignorant of the long-term effects students accessing FEE-HELP will face.

The loan limit of $50 000 will fail to cover the cost of many university degrees. NUS costs the full fee paying places in degrees such as agriculture, law, engineering, veterinary science, dentistry and science as all over $50 000.
 Under the reforms students will have to finance the remaining cost of their degree themselves. The SAUA would like the Federal Government to list the banking institutions willing to loan a 17 year old full time student, who already has a FEE-HELP debt of $50 000, additional loans of anything up to $100 000. 

Students who graduate with a HECS-HELP debt as well as a FEE-HELP debt are going to be hit twice as hard. The Federal Government proposal has the student re-paying the interest free HECS-HELP loan first, before they can repay the FEE-HELP loan with the real interest rate. The increases to HECS result in students taking longer to repay their HECS debt, and they end up paying more as their FEE-HELP loan just remain accruing interest.

As discussed above, the increase to the number of DUFF places will see more students from lower socio-economic backgrounds having to accept a domestic undergraduate full fee place. This places a $50 000 debt on those who can least afford it. FEE-HELP may also have the opposite of its ‘intended’ affect of allowing poorer students equal access to DUFF places. The thought of an immediate $50 000 debt may be enough to deter students from equity groups such as low socio-economic students from attending university at all. The Department of Education Science and Training reports that 15.60% of Adelaide University students are from a low socio-economic background
, and the SAUA is extremely concerned for these students and their ability to study at university in the future.

FEE-HELP will entrench Australian students in life long debt. Generational debt may be a catchy phrase thrown around in the debate about the higher education reforms, but it is also a very real and damaging issue. Generational debt prevents or delays students from fully participating in social processes including having children, owning a home, contributing to their superannuation, private health cover – the list goes on. 

Reports from the Department of Education, Science and Training have Australian students' accumulated Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) debt will have reached $9,057,000,000 by 30 June 2003.  This will stretch to reach $11,519,000,000 by 30 June 2006.
  FEE-HELP will explode Australian student debt figures to a greater extent as more students are forced to consider FEE-HELP as an option.

The Federal Government have failed to look a little to their left at see the devastation of real interest rate loan that has happened in New Zealand.  A recent report by the Council of Australian Postgraduates Associations (CAPA) looked at the effect of significant student debt on New Zealand student and society.

· In 1999, economic modelling in New Zealand revealed that it would take the average male university student 17 years to repay a loan of $20,000, while it would take the average female student 51 years to repay a loan of the same size.

· A survey of New Zealand bank managers and loans officers in 2002 found that 51% of those who had received applications from clients with student loans had cited student loans as a contributing factor in declining finance and, of these respondents, mortgages were the most likely to be declined (34%).

· The New Zealand Government has acknowledged that student debt is a "push factor" for increasing emigration, as people with student debt move overseas to avoid repaying their debt, or to earn higher salaries with which to make their debt repayments.  Between 1997-1998 and 1999-2000, nearly 4 per cent of the total New Zealand professional workforce emigrated to Australia alone.

The SAUA believes that FEE-HELP is a destructive proposal that will end up causing student debt in Australia to reach levels never seen before in Australia. Student debt is not the answer to the funding crisis in Australian universities – universities need public funding, not student debt.

Policy Area 13: Optional Membership of Student Organisations

Voluntary Student Unionism will destroy student organisations. It effectively means that when enrolling, students are not obliged to pay any sort of student services fee. The payment of student services fees automatically makes them a member of the student organisations on their campus. These organisations provide imperative support and advocacy services on campus, and well as those contributing to the campus community such as activities and student media. 

The SAUA has extremely strong policy regarding voluntary student unionism. SAUA policy states:

The Students Association actively supports the concept of Compulsory Student Unionism. The SAUA believes that under the present system of compulsory Student Union membership students are delivered the highest levels of Representation, Advocacy and Services possible. The SAUA believes in every students right to be a member of a student union.

· The Student’s Association affirms its support for compulsory student membership of Student unions.

· The SAUA believes in the automatic and universal membership of Student Unions, and Student Associations

· The SAUA believes that compulsory student membership contributes to the welfare of the Student community

· The SAUA believes that without compulsory Student Unionism student representation and student services would suffer.

· The SAUA condemns any moves by any government to introduce any forms of Voluntary Student Unionism

· The SAUA believes any attempt to introduce VSU would result in silencing the Student Voice.

· The SAUA recognises the differences between Student Unions and Trade Unions, but also recognises the links between Trade Unions and student organisations in their ability to collectively organise and represent their membership.

· The SAUA believes that in the event of the introduction of VSU, students would experience to their detriment a reduction in services, and a reduction in Student Representation.
The Students’ Association of Adelaide University is comprised of the following departments who each offer unique and valuable services to the SAUA’s members:

· SAUA President + SAUA Council (8 Elected Members + SAUA Office Bearers) 

· Education Department – Education Officer + Education Standing Committee

· Women’s Department  - Women’s Officer + Women’s Standing Committee

· Activities and Campaigns Department – Activities Officer + Activities Standing Committee

· Sexuality Department – Male Sexuality Officer, Female Sexuality Officer+ Sexuality standing Committee

· Environment Department – Environment Officer + Environment Standing Committee

· Student Media – On Dit: Adelaide University Student Newspaper + Student Radio (Broadcast on Radio Adelaide)

The SAUA recently introduced an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Department. This new and vital department currently consists of the ATSI Officer but will soon also have an ATSI Standing Committee.

These are the types of things that make university more than just lecture theatres and books. They make university a true learning experience, a combination of coursework, diversity, tolerance and fun. Under VSU this will all disappear.  

In 1996 VSU was introduced in universities in Western Australia and it was devastating. Services on campus, student representation and campus life came to a halt and students suffered personally and academically as a result. Fortunately, the majority of the VSU legislation in WA has since been repealed. 

Affiliation fees to organisations such as the National Union of Students also come from student services fees. With no funds and no affiliation, student representation on a national level will be placed under serious threat. This is something that cannot occur. VSU has been beaten by students in the past and can be again. The fight against VSU is imperative if student organisations are to survive.

Conclusion

The Student’s Association of Adelaide University rejects the proposed reforms in the Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future package. The SAUA recognises the increase to the HECS repayment threshold and as well as the inclusion of some scholarship programs and supports these, however these consolations by no means make up the abhorrent nature of the Government’s other reforms. The SAUA condemns the current Howard Government for their elitist and unjustifiable attacks on Australian Universities and makes a firm commitment to it’s members to fight these changes and actively lobby members of the Senate to ensure these changes do not become the latest chapter in the death of public education.

the students’ association of the university of adelaide
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