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Introduction

The Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future package is a missed opportunity for effective reform of the higher education sector.  

Fundamentally, the long-term effects of the proposed changes, should they be given legislative support, may well see the development of a segmented higher education sector with a few (most probably eastern state) universities attracting our best and brightest staff and students, and the greatest share of research resources.  The rest of Australia will be served by second or third order institutions, with the most marginal serving students in rural locations. 

We may also witness an increasing division in student access to university between those who can afford to study and those excluded simply for the reason that poverty deters them from taking on debt.

This package has the potential to reduce, not enhance the sector; to pitch institution against institution; to over-regulate and punish; to shift the cost of education to one of the beneficiaries, the student, and totally ignore the other beneficiaries: industry and other sections of the economy and the broader Australian community. 

It is disappointing that the review which promised so much, is destined to deliver so little.

The Phillips Curran/KPA Consulting Independent Study of the Higher Education Review Stage 2, commissioned by MCEETYA Ministers outlines the shortfalls of this review and it is not proposed to repeat them here. I strongly commend this paper to the Senate Inquiry.

This submission will concentrate on how well Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future addresses the key issues identified by the South Australian Government in our submissions to the Review.

Response to Policy Drivers

The South Australian Government made two submissions to the Crossroads Review of Higher Education.

In its second submission to the Commonwealth Higher Education Review, the South Australian Government outlined 11 policy drivers for a stronger higher education system.  In its submission (see Attachment 1) the Government wrote:

The SA Government believes the following should be central to any policy change:

1. An increase in Commonwealth expenditure to redress shortfalls in university operating grants.  

2. No introduction of student-centred entitlements, however packaged. 

3. Access and equity need to be addressed systemically and not as an afterthought. 

4. There should be no increase in student contribution levels.

5. Should additional fees be levied, these should be capped and made available as an income contingent loan. 

6. The introduction of HECS into TAFE is not supported, even for courses articulating directly with higher education courses. 

7. The Commonwealth should investigate options for greater private investment in higher education.

8. The Commonwealth needs to increase the overall number of funded higher education places to meet unmet demand from eligible students.

9. Access for students in regional areas needs to be improved.

10. State/Territory Government have a continuing role in higher education.

11. Research is a foundation for higher education
The proposals contained in Backing Australia’s Future fail to address these policy areas in any meaningful way. These are discussed below. 

1. An increase in Commonwealth expenditure to redress shortfalls in university operating grants.  

The proposed increase in university funding (approximately $1.5 billion over four years) is subject to universities meeting conditions, several of which are outside their control, such as changes to governance structures. The State Government is prepared to discuss governance arrangements with the Commonwealth (see part 10) but questions the ethics of forcing legislative change through the withholding of funds. 

The replacement of marginally funded over-enrolment places will not only decrease the overall number of fully-funded places in the long term
 but will not necessarily distribute the converted places according to the current pattern.  While SA is not opposed to increasing the number of growth places going to high growth states, we do not support the removal of existing funded places from our universities.

The proposed funding falls well short of what the Commonwealth has effectively removed from the sector since 1996 and will not restore Australia’s internationally competitive position.

The SA Government is appalled that major funding increases will be at the expense of individual students and their families rather than through increased government or industry support.  The long-term consequences of this policy will have a marked effect on the distribution of access to higher education both regionally and individually with, as it shall be argued below, marginally attached students and those from low-SES backgrounds being excluded from the system.

2. No introduction of student-centred entitlements, however packaged. 

It is pleasing that the Commonwealth has not introduced a ‘voucher’ system for higher education funding although aspects of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme will effect the long-term planning for universities.  In many ways the proposed system will reduce institutional flexibility through the introduction of stifling accounting methods.

The five-year Learning Entitlement is of particular concern, especially for students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  The Commonwealth should consider either expanding the entitlement or providing adequate appeal mechanisms for students who overrun their entitlement for legitimate reasons.

3. Access and equity need to be addressed systemically and not as an afterthought. 

Unfortunately the Backing Australia’s Future package, by failing to match increases in HECS places to population growth over time, allowing universities to increase the rate of HECS and introducing full-fees for domestic students will discourage access to university by low SES students or others marginally attached to university study.  The provision of scholarships will not address these fundamental structural deficiencies.

As argued in the Phillips Curran assessment of the Review
 many of the measures contained in the package will adversely affect disadvantaged students’ access to university. The Backing Australia’s Future package will create a differentiated sector with disadvantaged students being structurally excluded from many institutions and voluntarily withdrawing from others as debt levels become intolerable.  An opportunity to restructure higher education funding to produce an inclusive system has been wasted.  The SA Government submission provided a framework modelled on the Commonwealth’s own grants scheme for private school funding which would provide universities with automatic levels of increased funding for students from low SES backgrounds. This could be applied in the form of reduction of HECS charges for certain students, much like that proposed for science teachers and nurses.

Instead, the package provides an insufficient number of scholarships to try to make up for this paucity of sound policy.  Phillips Curran point out that the scholarships will have a negligible effect on increasing access by disadvantaged students and any positive benefits will be offset by losses to income support for scholarship recipients.

4. There should be no increase in student contribution levels.

In its submission, the SA Government opposed any increase in HECS charges, and so is opposed to the proposal to allow universities to charge up to 30% above the HECS rate for any course.  We believe the necessary additional funding should be provided by the Commonwealth rather than imposing a greater debt burden on students.  As graduates are more likely to earn higher incomes over a lifetime than non-graduates, progressive taxation should provide the long-term funding for any increase in Commonwealth expenditure.

The SA Government welcomes the retention of caps on the HECS charge for science teachers and nurses.  We look forward to the details of how this will be applied to science teachers who complete a science degree prior to a teaching qualification and whether the combined degree will be allowable under the Learning Entitlement should the study extend beyond the 5-year limitation.

Raising the HECS repayment threshold to $30,000 is a good start but well short of the level of average weekly earnings that would have enabled recent graduates to begin saving for a house or to consider starting a family.  This repayment threshold is still too low for those students who fail, for whatever reasons, to complete their degree, having to repay their debt without the income benefits accrued through a completed qualification.  

5. Should additional fees be levied, these should be capped and made available as an income contingent loan. 

While the SA Government opposed any increase in charges above the HECS we acknowledged that this might be a feature of the new package.  It is noted that the Commonwealth has agreed to cap this charge at the somewhat excessive level of 30% above the HECS rate (10% for medicine) and also to offer this increased fee as an income-contingent loan.

Because the package contains no allowance for wage indexation it is very likely that all universities will have to charge additional fees to HECS simply to meet wage increases.  

6. The introduction of HECS into TAFE is not supported, even for courses articulating directly with higher education courses. 

The Commonwealth package has no proposals for the introduction of HECS into TAFE or other VET courses.  

However, recent agreement by MCEETYA to allow institutions to offer Associate Degrees will enable these qualifications to be FEES-HELP liable regardless of the institution in which they are delivered – public university, TAFE or private higher education provider. At publicly funded universities Associate Degrees can be HECS liable. These courses should not be used as an excuse to extend HECS to VET.

7. The Commonwealth should investigate options for greater private investment in higher education.

Backing Australia’s Future is silent on measures to increase revenue from private sources other than increased student fees.  Given industry also benefits from the products of higher education, it would be appropriate for the Commonwealth to outline measures to encourage greater participation by private investors in funding the sector. The ALP’s Aim Higher package presents a workable example for private sector funding.

8. The Commonwealth needs to increase the overall number of funded higher education places to meet unmet demand from eligible students.

Although Backing Australia’s Future promises the provision of additional places, Phillips Curran argue that these will not keep pace with projected population growth
.  That being said it is pleasing that the Commonwealth is proposing to target additional places for nursing and teaching.

The South Australian Government has assisted universities meet the current nursing shortfall by partially funding nursing places in two universities. Should the Commonwealth phase out these over-enrolled places then the number of places funded under this scheme will be reduced.  The State will discuss with the Commonwealth the retention of over-enrolment places for areas of workforce shortage.

9. Access for students in regional areas needs to be improved.

Measures in Backing Australia’s Future to assist rural and regional areas will have a positive effect for some students.  It is disappointing that the regional loading given to regional campuses will have little, if any effect in South Australia.  Proposals in the SA Government submission for addressing metropolitan regional disadvantage have not been addressed in the package.

The scholarships provided to rural students will be considered as income for Centrelink benefit recipients and will consequently reduce the amount of their benefit.  The net effect of winning a scholarship will be at best, marginal for low income rural students.

10. State/Territory Governments have a continuing role in higher education.

While the Commonwealth has primary responsibility for the funding of higher education, Backing Australia’s Future acknowledges the continuing role of State and Territory governments in the regulation higher education provision.  State and Territory higher education Ministers have agreed in MCEETYA to discuss with the Commonwealth:

· protocols for university governance;

· the distribution of funded places between the State and Territories;

· streamlining reporting mechanisms;

· increased cooperation and collaboration; and

· a new framework for Commonwealth/State negotiations on higher education policy and planning matters. 

The South Australian Government will use the MCEETYA forum to argue against those measures in the Backing Australia’s Future package that may disadvantage students and institutions in this State.  

11. Research is a foundation for higher education
Backing Australia’s Future acknowledges the importance of research and foreshadows reviews of initiatives under the Backing Australia’s Ability package and the Knowledge and Innovation reforms.  The SA Government will maintain an interest in these reviews.

Conclusion

As stated in (10) above, the State Government will continue to work directly with the Commonwealth on measures for which both levels of government have responsibility in higher education.  

� Phillips Curran/KPA Consulting, (2003) Independent Study of the Higher Education Review Stage 2, MCEETYA, p27


� op cit. Chapter 6


� op cit. p1
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