SB:AG

28 August 2003

John Carter
Secretary

Australian Senate Inquiry into University Funding

Suite SG.52

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Sir 

INQUIRY INTO UNIVERSITY FUNDING AND REGULATORY CHANGES FORESHADOWED IN PROPOSED LEGISLATION.
Reference is made to your letter of 7 August 2003, providing the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry and also present to the Senate Committee on their visit to Armidale on 24 September 2003. 

Council wishes to extend our appreciation for these opportunities. This submission will cover two areas, firstly comment on the proposed changes and impact on regional universities and secondly the importance of the University of New England to Armidale, and regional NSW. 
Impact of proposed changes

The Hon Dr Brendon Nelson MP, Minister for Education, Science and Training, put out a media release on 13th May 2003 stating “Australian universities need longer term access to more resources and that regional universities generally face higher costs as a result of location, size and history”. Thus stated, one would expect that the University of New England would certainly not be disadvantaged by the reforms. 

However, the university has stated in public that in 2005 under the proposed reforms that they would be $1.5 m worse off even allowing for the regional loading. Acknowledgement is made to the Governments attempt to compensate rural universities by implementing regional loading, but this hides the real issue of properly funding universities. Recognition needs to be made on the increasing costs of running universities over and above funding levels, such as salary and wage increases, cost of compliance and fixed costs of universities. Universities in the past have by necessity become more efficient and effective, but you can only get so much “blood out of a stone”. There comes a time when continued cost cutting reaches a point where the very reason for existence and government’s education and training responsibility to the people of Australia is being eroded, in turn negating the Federal Governments commitment to the creation of a well educated and trained nation to maintain global competitiveness. 

Arguments put up against the current student based funding which are supported by Council are that “the reform is ignoring the plight of 20,000 Australians who missed out on a place at university this year, despite having the marks, and suggesting that what hope has Australia of international competitiveness when at the start of the 21st century, the portion of people going to university is declining.” (Macklin 2003)

Macklin further suggests that the user pays approach is taking the responsibility away from Commonwealth Government and dumping it onto students and their families.

McCallum (2004) suggests that young people from low income families as well as many rural families are much less likely to aspire to a university education due to the costs associated with the education. He provides statistics that the average level of enrolment of low-income students is 15 percent across all universities, yet at ANU it is 3.9 percent, at University of Sydney it is 6.3 percent, and at the University of Melbourne it is 7.3 percent. This situation is likely to worsen as few students or poor families cannot to take up interest bearing debt of up the $50,000. It is acknowledged that the governments merit based scholarships to students of low income families will help, however, it is likely to only advantage 1 in 6 students in this category. 
It is thought that the current drive to market forces will threaten the existence of regional universities and negate the ability to respond to the need of regional and rural students, due to the prohibitive costs of rural students attending metro universities. 

Another question is the assumptions surrounding base funding, when the teaching costs of law, mathematics and statistics, and humanities are very similar, how can the huge discrepancies of Course contributions be justified - $1,509 law to $4,937 proposed by the Federal government. The Government should also consider regional universities receiving the loading on not only internal placements but also applying to external enrolments.      

Council is excited with the reform component relating to research, as UNE is well positioned in this regard and it is hoped that this strength will be further enhanced when the reform is implemented and funding allocated. One potential negative impact that must be noted, is that the current major national and international research facilities that exist in Armidale rely heavily on the UNE research capacities and it will be important to ensure that the research support services currently provided are not taken away by cuts in funding to or by the university.  

The importance of University of New England

A study in 1999 showed that the UNE introduces, directly and through multipliers, around $280 million annually as gross output to the local economy. As a dollar figure this amount represents 32 % of the local economy and in terms of employment represents a dependency of 25.4%. Of the around 25,000 people living in and around the City of Armidale around 8,000 have indicated that they are here because the university is situated in the area. 

It is also worth noting that 28% of UNE’s undergraduate on-campus students are sourced from within a 50 km radius on the University, and that 75% of graduates whose home address at first enrolment was a regional  location, found employment in the regional area. In addition, 35% of graduates whose home address at first enrolment was metropolitan, find employment in a regional area. One can see how important these statistics are for the region and also the national good. 
The University of New England contributes substantially to the prosperity and wellbeing of the region and in particular Armidale. The UNE has rapidly established linkages with regional communities, meeting their needs and priorities. Some of the consultancy projects and partnerships, besides education, are cultural, arts, business training, sporting facilities, and importantly indigenous needs. Some of the projects within the last year involving the Armidale Regional Development Committee have been Broadband and other telecommunication provisions, radiotherapy units and related staff training, the health and wellbeing project, water harvesting modeling, branding Armidale and other business promotion and marketing. 

The potential reduction in current funding levels to UNE that would come from the reform agenda, and in turn potential staff and service reduction would have drastic effects on the city, research facilities, the region, and the nation. The social costs that would emanate from such an outcome would more then offset any cost savings by government. The social costs are often overlooked by advisors to government in favor of an economic rationalist approach. In education, this will have dire national repercussions in global competitiveness and negate governments’ responsibility to provide equity in access to the people of Australia whether rich or poor, the reform as proposed unfortunately seems to discriminate against the disadvantaged and poor.  
Again thank you for the opportunity to make a submission and the Mayor and I look forward to meeting with the Senate Committee in September. 

Yours sincerely,

Shane Burns
GENERAL MANAGER
