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1. Introduction

La Trobe University, Bendigo is La Trobe University’s largest regional campus located approximately 160 kms from the main metropolitan campus. It has just over 4000 students and a staffing establishment of about 500 making La Trobe University, one of the largest employers in the Central and Northern Victorian region.

It is also the location for the University’s only regionally based faculty, the ‘Faculty for Regional Development’. The Faculty has a mission statement which comprehensively encapsulates the faculty and campus’ regional purpose and is designed to realise its goal: La Trobe University, Bendigo will be recognised as a national leader for university programs in a regional context and for community service and research, especially with relevance to the region.

2. Impact on La Trobe University, Bendigo related to Terms of Reference
a. The principles of the Government’s higher education package.

Diversity 
The first three principles (sustainability, quality and equity) are readily endorsed but ‘diversity’ as the government defines it, presents difficulties. We are concerned that 'diversity' across the sector will entail academic specialization within institutions, meaning a narrower range of courses is likely to be offered at any university campus. Focusing on a small specialist range of disciplines would deny many students in the region served by La Trobe University, Bendigo any opportunity to access higher education because a local university is their only choice. The 2002 La Trobe Survey of New Undergraduate Students for  (SNUS-2002) showed that 47% of Bendigo students said that location was the most important factor in their decision to go to university, and a further 31% said that it was the second-most important. The mission statement of La Trobe University, Bendigo and its predecessor institutions has always included the need to provide ‘effective and accessible teaching and learning programs of the highest quality, spanning a broad range of disciplines’.
 

It could be argued also, that diversity is already naturally achieved in universities, even among same named courses. As is their responsibility, lecturing staff bring their own interpretations to the material they develop for teaching, relating it to their research, and where relevant the community and region. For example, in order to take advantage of the research interests and expertise of staff, at La Trobe University, Bendigo, the university-wide business degree course is offered with different specializations to those offered at other campuses of the University.  

Offering a wide range of programs on a relatively small campus has allowed extensive cross-disciplinary teaching. The basic disciplines such as the arts and sciences provide subjects for the vocational courses such as teaching, nursing, engineering and pharmacy creating viable class sizes, but also creating inter-dependencies. For example a recent review of the engineering courses at the campus showed that if all the engineering courses were discontinued the mathematics, information technology and business disciplines would be adversely affected. Further, if majors in mathematics were not able to be offered then the opportunity for education students to qualify as secondary school mathematics teachers would be lost to the campus. 

La Trobe University, Bendigo also has considerable strength in cross-disciplinary research. One project which reflects this cross-disciplinary nature is the unusual teaming of a physicist who has a background in x-ray and electron diffraction techniques with ceramics experts to supervise a Master of Visual Arts candidate who is utilising scientific techniques along with his experience as a ceramic artist to identify technologies used by ancient potters in pre-firing processes. 

La Trobe University, Bendigo should offer a broad range of disciplines to continue its long-held charter as a provider of higher education for the population of Central & Northern Victoria and to allow for synergies in teaching and research to continue to exist.

Sustainability
The Nelson report indicates that higher education institutions must achieve long-term sustainability and that this can only be achieved if they are ‘able to respond flexibly to the needs of their constituencies, including potential and existing students, staff, employers, industry, local regional and national communities.’ 
 As a large regional campus serving a large area of regional Victoria, La Trobe University, Bendigo has always asserted and insisted on a level of autonomy and a degree of delegation from the parent institution necessary  ‘to ensure that the faculty and campus are able to operate in an efficient and effective manner, and that it maintains and develops its regional identity and responds sensitively to its community.’
 Additionally, the Nelson report indicates that the Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS) funding will be allocated after annual negotiations over the number of places and the discipline mix.  

If government is to be confident that La Trobe University, Bendigo has (1) the ability to be sustainable, and (2) that the number of places allocated to it and the discipline mix are appropriate, it needs accurate statistical data specific to that campus and region. In other words: In order for the higher education needs of the region served by the campus to be more accurately identified, La Trobe University, Bendigo should have a separate profile registered with both State and Federal governments. 
Quality

La Trobe University’s need to reduce costs severely disadvantages the regional campuses in their efforts to provide quality university education. For example, the 2002 Standard and Poor’s rating report of La Trobe University said:

The reduction of costs associated with the geographic spread of the university’s campuses is a major focus of LTU’s management. All the Victorian campuses are linked with voice, data and video networks, which support the delivery of programs, thus reducing staff requirements and travel times. Maintenance costs are reduced by many of the regional campuses using existing facilities of Technical and Further Education Colleges in Victorian country areas, while staff costs are contained by the extensive use of sessional instructors.

Unless regional loading is increased and specifically used to improve infrastructure, to implement delivery of programs based on academic rather than economic grounds and to employ continuing staff, regional campuses will continue to be severely disadvantaged. 

Equity

Please refer to Attachment 1 for comment and recommendations from La Trobe University, Bendigo’s Equity & Access Coordinator.

b. The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities with particular reference to:

· The financial impact on students including merit selection, income support and international comparisons;
· The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment, and 
· The provision of fully funded places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the ‘learning entitlement’;

Regional students

Allowing universities to raise student fees by up to 30% is simply going to put higher education out of reach for many prospective students in Central and Northern Victorian region. The region serviced by the Bendigo campus has a significant population in the low socio-economic categories. A greater 'debt aversion' is exhibited by such prospective students, who may not appreciate that net benefits still accrue to university education, and whose determination to go to university, unlike that of middle class metropolitan youth, is not reinforced by family and community cultures which expect participation in higher education. It is not possible to accurately predict whether prospective students in this region will take a chance on years of debt to further their education or simply decide that they can do better by not going to university at all.  One thing is clear: higher fees will be a greater deterrent and smaller numbers of regional students will inevitably lead to a lesser skilled and educated regional population.

Schemes such as Commonwealth Learning Scholarships and the Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships are welcome but the number available seems far too small and they are not a general benefit for all regional students. All students, community and society will benefit if higher education is affordable for all. In order for equity and access principles to be upheld, student fees should not be increased.
The Regional Loading 

The regional loading incorporated into the Commonwealth Grants Scheme is allocated on the basis of proximity to a capital city and size of the parent institution, thus the Bendigo campus is relegated to the lowest band of 2.5%. We suggest that the socio-economic profile of the region serviced by the regional campus should also be taken into account since the higher costs of higher education in regional areas can also be attributed to increased service needs of students attending the institution. We further suggest institutions should report to government how the regional loading has been used. 

Provision of Fully Funded places

According to the February 2003 report of the Victorian Regional Higher Education Working Party, in 2001 the region encompassing the Bendigo campus had 2139 places per 100,000 of eligible population – a lower rate than Melbourne, Geelong or Ballarat.  Hence, over the last ten years La Trobe University, Bendigo has become increasingly dependent on over-enrolment places to meet the higher educational needs of the region, such that in 2003 the campus is over-enrolled by about 500 places. If these places are not replaced by fully funded places under the proposed reforms then it is likely that up to 78% of those 500 students would not be able to access University at all as the Survey of New Undergraduate Students for 2002 (SNUS-2002) statistics suggest that location was the most important or second-most important factor in their decision to go to university. There would also be a significant consequential impact on the viability of subjects and course at the campus, and the local economy.  The concern is such that the Bendigo Sub-branch of the NTEU and the Bendigo Student Association have launched a petition to both State and Federal governments. The petition seeks a guarantee that the current places, including the over-enrolment places supported by La Trobe University, Bendigo should be converted to fully funded places for the Bendigo campus as a minimum allocation.

c. The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies;
The lack of any funding for infrastructure support will seriously disadvantage campuses such as Bendigo which were former Colleges of Advanced Education with little history of strong and internationally recognised research. 

Additionally, staff located at regional campuses usually have higher contact time with their students. The following point was made by a staff member in a recent submission to the Dean of the Faculty for Regional Development and the Bendigo Regional Advisory Board:

“A significant regional need is offering as wide a variety of academic programs as possible to limit the need for regional students to move to metro campuses (for significant numbers a non-option).  Offerings are always a consequence of the WEFTSU funding model, therefore wider programs must equate to smaller class sizes and therefore increased contact teaching time.  That regional staff will have higher teaching contact in order to provide wider academic options ought be acknowledged - and the impact this then has on decreased research time etc.”

A consequential effect is that decreased research time means that regional campuses can expect a smaller income from the Institutional Grants Scheme and Research Training Scheme components of DEST funding.

d. The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and Universities including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations; and 

It is ironic that the Nelson report justifies withholding funding increases by citing the need to eliminate industrial action like ‘withholding student’s examination results’. The connection is totally rejected. Increased funding should not be contingent on industrial reforms and adoption of the proposed national governance protocols. 
e. Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors.
Please refer to the recommendations.

3. Recommendations

General

1. La Trobe University, Bendigo should offer a broad range of disciplines to continue its long-held charter as a provider of higher education for the population of Central & Northern Victoria and to allow for synergies in teaching and research to continue to exist.

2. In order for the higher education needs of the region served by the campus to be more accurately identified, La Trobe University, Bendigo should have a separate profile registered with both State and Federal governments.

3. In order for equity and access principles to be upheld student fees should not be increased.

4. The current places, including the over-enrolment places supported by La Trobe University, Bendigo should be converted to fully funded places for the Bendigo campus as a minimum allocation.


5. Increased funding should not be contingent on industrial reforms and adoption of the proposed national governance protocols.

Equity & Access 

Please refer to Attachment 1 for recommendations from La Trobe University, Bendigo’s Equity & Access Coordinator.

4. Conclusion

If implemented the proposed Nelson reforms will make it extremely difficult for regional campuses such as La Trobe University, Bendigo to survive as a entity which provides quality university education. Except for the regional loading of which Bendigo is a minor beneficiary, there are very few initiatives that will provide improved access to higher education for the regional student in Central and Northern Victoria.  While it easy to see how the older and more prestigious universities can turn the reforms to their advantage, there is little for the regional campus at Bendigo to be happy about. Under the Nelson reforms it is more likely that the provision of higher education for Central and Northern Victoria will be less equitable, less sustainable, less diverse and quality will be harder to achieve. 

Attachment 1

Senate Enquiry into University Funding

Shannon Kerrrigan, Equity & Access Coordinator, La Trobe University, Bendigo

Term of Reference No 2:

2.1 Financial impact on students

The proposed increase in HECS charges for most courses (excluding nursing and teaching) will significantly increase charges to students.  The indexation of loans to CPI will further increase the debt burden.  This will impact disproportionately on some groups such as women, whose average incomes are lower than men, students from low socio-economic backgrounds, indigenous students, those with a disability, women with family responsibilities and those living in areas of high unemployment, such as in many rural communities. 

Recommendation

That HECS places be offered at zero cost or at current rates for students from under-represented groups as an adjunct to a scholarship scheme.

2.2 Student Income Support

While no Australian research has adequately surveyed the level of debt aversion amongst potential students, research in the United Kingdom by the Vice-Chancellor’s group Universities UK survey conducted in 2002 showed disadvantaged students who qualified for entrance feared debt at much higher rates than others and were more likely to defer or avoid tertiary education because of it. Rising costs of university education could potentially deter those groups who are the focus of efforts to broaden participation.  Mature aged students also report aversion to debt and their participation has decreased since the HECS rates were increased and the repayment threshold lowered in 1997.

Aversion to debt is often related to the low incomes of these equity groups.  The introduction of a Commonwealth Learning Scholarships Scheme (CSL) for education and accommodation costs is welcomed.  However the allocation based on postcodes is flawed and needs to be further investigated in order to better target scholarships.  It also excludes part time students who are often students unable to study full time for financial reasons or because of a disability. Counting them as income for Youth Allowance or Austudy also reduces the benefit of the scholarships.

Student income support is inadequate for many students thus they must work while studying in order to afford their education.  The national survey of students’ income and expenditure conducted by the AVCC in 2000 showed that Youth Allowance and Austudy levels are too low, students are penalized for working to supplement them, and that some drop out to go on unemployment benefits which are higher.  Student income is considered to be well below the poverty line if Youth Allowance or Austudy are the only income. 

Recommendation:

The government exclude income from scholarships for income support and tax purposes

Recommendation:

The government offer scholarships for part time students, especially those with a disability, those with family responsibilities and who need to work for financial reasons.

Recommendation:

The government significantly increase the number of scholarships to enable effective widening in the participation of under represented groups.

Recommendation:

That the Government increase the level of Youth Allowance and Austudy so that  recipients are above the poverty line.

Recommendation:

The Government enable Austudy recipients to receive Rent Assistance.

Term of Reference No 2 Point 3:

The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the “learning entitlement’.

2.2.3 The Impact of the learning environment
It is proposed that students be allowed five years of equivalent full time study in which to complete their degrees after which they will need to enrol as full fee paying students.  This will create access barriers to students from low- socio economic groups, those with family responsibilities and with disabilities as well as those who have already done some tertiary study moving to other courses.

Recommendation:

The Government extend learning entitlements for those from low income backgrounds, those with family responsibilities and with disabilities


































� La Trobe University, Bendigo, Faculty Plan 2001 - 2003


� ‘Our Universities Backing Australia’s future’ The Hon. Brendan Nelson, Minister for Education, Science & Training, May 2003, pg 10.


� Submission To The Dean, Faculty for Regional Development & The Bendigo Regional Advisory Board NTEU La Trobe Bendigo Sub-branch, February 2003
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