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Background

The Vice-Chancellors of the universities of the Australian Technology Network have provided a submission to the Senate Inquiry which addressed the following key areas of concern in relation to the Government proposed reforms:

· inadequate indexation of university operating grants;

· tying of Government funding to workplace and governance reforms;

· insufficiency of equity provisions, and cost-shifting to students and their families;

· lack of adequate support for internationalisation;

· a need for better acknowledgement and building of synergies between teaching and research; and

· administrative complexity.

The legislation put to the Senate, and related developments in Government positions on policy matters, raise a number of additional issues, or additional aspects of some of the above matters, which we wish to highlight for the Committee’s consideration.

Workplace reforms

The announcement on 22 September of details concerning the workplace relations requirements with which universities must comply to secure additional grant funding reinforces our concerns expressed in the earlier submission.  The proposals go well beyond the earlier stated intentions to allow AWAs in enterprise agreements, and specify thirteen conditions, with a strong emphasis on weakening the role of unions.  The Vice-Chancellors of the ATN are of the view that these elements are not central to, or particularly useful in addressing, the significant areas of workplace reform in universities.  

Further, many of the conditions are open to interpretation, and the manner in which they will be assessed is not clear.  For example it is not clear who will judge, and on what grounds, whether agreements are “tailored to the needs of the institution and its employees” or that they “develop fair processes that enable timely decision making.”

Scholarships and student income

The Government’s amendments to the Backing Australia’s Future package, announced on 17 September 2003, allowed for certain categories of students to be exempted from HECS without such exemption counting as income for the purposes of assessing entitlements such as Youth Allowance.  However it remains the case that if universities wish to offer discounted HECS levels to disadvantaged students, such a discount will be considered as income, and can count against income support.  The ATN is well aware of the financial burden that students already face, and the immediate pressures of living and maintenance costs.  While we might wish to lessen the debt burden on lower-SES students, we do not wish to compromise their present income, and yet that is the situation we remain faced with.  This position is clearly made more acute should we wish to explore the option of ameliorating the financial pressures arising from inadequate public funding by raising overall student contributions, as allowed by the changes proposed by the Government. 

The legislation (Section 169-25(4)) also states that the Minister may set limits on the number of exemption scholarships that universities may provide, and on the categories of student eligible for such scholarships.  Such limitations need to be approached carefully, as institutions need considerable discretion in this area in the light of the potentially regressive nature of elements of the reforms. 

Administrative burden

The legislation and related policy developments underline our concerns expressed in the earlier submission concerning the extent of the administrative burden on institutions, in direct contradiction of the Government’s avowed intention of “reducing red tape” on universities.  In addition to the detail covered by proposed funding agreements, there is a wide range of matters foreshadowed for coverage under the Administration Guidelines, and the Bill requires universities to provide an annual schedule to the Minister of all student contribution levels and fees for each unit of study.  Further reporting requirements and conditions will be associated with workplace relations and eligibility for teaching and learning funding.  Universities are not opposed to legitimate accountability requirements, and understand that conditions will be attached to public funding to avoid policy loopholes being exploited, but we remain concerned that the net effect of these reforms will be to increase substantially the administrative burden on universities, a burden which must be met from our resources to the detriment of our academic missions.

Given these additional complexities, the ATN remains concerned about both the short timelines and lack of detail about implementation of the package. Release of the guidelines at once to allow universities time to scrutinize and work through implementation detail (including its longer term implications) is vital. Some of our concerns may be allayed if we could see what the Minister intends. 

Passage of legislation this year to allow some certainty for planning for 2004 and 2005 is still our preferred option but we do want to see amendments as this and our earlier submission make clear. The legislation as it stands at present needs amendment but we do not support delays which will leave the sector in a state of uncertainty about funding levels while all universities are in negotiation with staff about Enterprise Agreements.

Many of the conditions which will govern provision of funding are to be contained in Ministerial Guidelines.  Without seeing the substance of these guidelines, it is impossible to evaluate the impact of the legislation on the operations of higher education institutions and on the quality of provision across the board.  It is also impossible to gauge the full costs of compliance, which are likely to be considerable.  In 2005, for example, institutions will be required to track students in a multitude of different Commonwealth subsidised categories, namely those:

a) commencing for the first time - with a Student Learning Entitlement;

b) commencing for the first time – with a Student Learning Entitlement but additional for the institution 

c) commencing under new Scholarship arrangements; 

d) continuing and “grandfathering” from current HECS / PELS arrangements – on non-differential HECS;

e) continuing and “grandfathering” from current HECS / PELS arrangements – on differential HECS; and,

f) continuing as part of over-enrolment being “reverse pipelined” out of the system.

With such a high level of uncertainty regarding legislation implementation protocols, the proposed funding ($200,000) to assist universities with transition to new arrangements (via HEIMS) is totally inadequate. 

Much has been made of the Commonwealth’s decision to extend the “over enrolment limit” from 2% to 5%.   Nevertheless, the legislation states that if the CGS guidelines do not specify otherwise, the basic grant of an institution may be reduced in accordance with what would have been the provider’s grant amount as a result of actual enrolled load across the funding clusters.  This level of detail means that funding adjustments may in fact play out at a lower level than currently envisaged and that institutional flexibility during selection periods will be severely reduced. 

The fact that the Guidelines are disallowable does not provide sufficient comfort to forego the level of analysis required by a Bill of this complexity and potential import.

Interference in institutional autonomy

The legislation raises a threshold issue about the role of Government: is it funding provision, or regulating provision?  
The legislation provides for an unprecedented degree of Government intrusion into the operations of universities, and raises the real possibility of universities effectively operating as agents of the Government of the day.  This degree of intrusion, apart from the obvious administrative and compliance issues, potentially limits universities’ capacity to respond creatively and flexibly to the needs of stakeholders, including industry.  It also potentially limits the capacity of universities to explore new or emergent areas of knowledge and scholarship outside the constraints of funding contracts, and raises questions about whether academic freedom and institutional autonomy will be limited and/or frustrated by administrative fiat.
Conclusion

In making this submission, the ATN Vice-Chancellors wish to reiterate that we are broadly supportive of the general principles underpinning the key initiatives contained within the Government’s higher education package, but we remain concerned about several fundamental areas which we believe must be addressed as part of the Government’s reform process.
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