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Submission to the Senate Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation, 2003

Background

The Australian Technology Network is a coalition of five leading innovative Australian universities committed to providing high quality professional and vocational education and research oriented towards the needs of industry and the community.  Some 20 percent of Australia’s students and more than a quarter of the nation’s international students choose to study at an ATN university. Like all large education providers, the universities which make up the ATN all teach a broad range of disciplines. However, our distinguishing feature is how we utilise linkages with industry and communities and the latest technology to provide career driven courses and graduates who are well equipped for their professional life. Fostering collaborative partnerships in key areas of research, development and innovation has emerged as critical to ensuring that the higher education sector meets the demands and expectations of students, business, industry, government and the community – and it is in this area that the ATN has taken a lead. It is against this backdrop of a common purpose that the ATN makes this submission to the Senate inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation.

Introduction

There is now widespread recognition that the current funding regime under which the higher education sector operates is unsustainable in the medium to long term. If Australia is to continue to maintain a system which is accessible to all who choose a tertiary education, is relevant and responsive to the changing demands of industry and the broader community, and truly comparable to universities throughout the world, then the current system must change. This fact has been recognised by the Government through its May budget announcement “Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future” and by the Federal Opposition’s recently released higher education policy “Aim Higher: Learning, training and better jobs for more Australians.”   

The ATN welcomes the commitment to a changed funding and regulatory regime for the higher education sector but cautions against change for change’s sake.

In making this submission the ATN states from the outset that whilst we are broadly supportive of key initiatives contained within the Government’s higher education package, there remain fundamental areas of concern which we believe must be addressed as part of the Government’s reform process.

Key Areas of Concern

Inadequate indexation

The basic premise of the Government’s package is a serious commitment to the Higher Education sector through an increase in Commonwealth funding. The ATN supports this principle and the underlying theme of quality and diversity. However, it is our belief that funding levels have eroded to such a point that further investment, over and above that which has already been announced, is required if the sector and funding levels are to remain sustainable. By failing to address the issue of an effective indexation mechanism, the Government has ensured that the funding base and hence the sustainability of the sector will be eroded over time.

We strongly urge the Federal Government to review this issue.

Tied Government funding

Similarly, the Commonwealth’s insistence on making a large proportion of the funding package contingent upon workplace and governance reforms undermines the principles of sustainability and does not provide a clear and transparent basis for the funding of the sector. Such a proposal has the potential to place universities in an invidious position between competing policy objectives of  Federal and State Governments.  

Much work is being undertaken within the sector as it relates to workplace reform. ATN universities have implemented and are implementing reform. The package appears to ignore this progress. 

Public investment in the sector must not become a tradeable commodity open to the political policy direction of a Government, Federal of State, at a given time. 

Insufficient equity provisions and cost shifting 

The ATN broadly supports the introduction of a flexible fee regime. However, in doing so, it is our view that the Government has a responsibility to ensure access and equity provisions are such that the system is accessible to all who choose a tertiary education, regardless of personal circumstance. It would appear that the Commonwealth Government is proposing that any further growth in the sector is to be funded by students and their families, a move which represents a significant cost-shifting from publicly-subsidised to privately subsidised. This shift is concerning given the considerable growth in student load in Australian universities over the last decade.  

Coupled with this shift in the cost burden is insufficient support for equity provisions.  Whilst acknowledging that, in part, issues such as geographical isolation and increasing Indigenous participation rates are addressed, they are not done so in such a way as to have a significant impact.

Similarly, some measures only go part way toward addressing the financial burden of studying. Students are already working extended hours to support themselves while studying and many, including mature-aged students, may be deterred by increases in fees. The HECS repayment threshold is still too low and the ATN supports a sector wide position of increasing it to $35,000. 

Lack of support for internationalisation

A further issue of concern is the lack of support for internationalisation. 

More than 25 percent of Australia’s international students study at one of the five ATN universities.  With this in mind, we believe that the impact of the Government’s proposed package will have a detrimental financial impact on the sector both at student level and university level and we support the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee in rejecting outright this component of the package. 

Acknowledging and building synergies between teaching and research

The package effectively uncouples teaching and research funding mechanisms, raising concerns about the future relationship between teaching and research activity. The ATN is concerned that such mechanisms operate to support and complement individual university missions. In particular, future funding mechanisms for research should ensure that:

1. Universities have sufficient block funding to enable investment in emergent areas and areas of strength; and 

2. that criteria for the allocation of research funds recognises the range of research strengths and outcomes within the sector.

Administrative complexity

The Federal Government may have underestimated the complexity of the administrative changes needed to support its reforms, and the HEIMS system in particular.  The proposed amount to assist universities with transition to the new system is far from adequate.  Further, the requirements for universities to meet load and funding targets within narrow ranges of tolerance is unrealistic, particularly when the impact of the new arrangements in terms of student demand and retention of existing students is unclear.  Tolerance should be extended to at least 5 per cent for load targets, certainly for the initial years of implementation.

Conclusion

The proposed package of reforms, together with the Federal Opposition’s recently announced policy platform, provide a sound basis from which to build a reform package which will ensure the long-term future of the Australian higher education sector.

The ATN supports the broad principles of the Government’s proposed reforms, and believes, with further legislative amendments, that the package represents an improvement over current policy settings and has the capacity to contribute to the Government’s stated goal of a  ‘more diverse, equitable and high quality higher education sector for Australia’s future.’  

However, there are matters both of policy change and practical detail which must be addressed, including:

· The adequacy of indexation of operating grants;

· Stronger amelioration of equity and access impacts of the changes;

· Greater flexibility in administrative arrangements and targets;

· Removal of unnecessary conditions attached to additional funds, in terms of governance and workplace reform; and

· Complete revisitation of the international package.
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