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1.
Introduction/Summary

The Student Association at The University of Tasmania welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Government’s proposed Higher Education reforms and appreciates that the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee chose to adopt such broad terms of reference for this inquiry.  We wish to provide commentary on the first term of reference: ‘The Principles of the Government’s Higher Education Package’. Specifically, we wish to put our case against the Government’s proposed Optional Membership of Student Organisations (OMSO) legislation by considering the historical background of VSU, outlining the function, structure and contribution of our organisation, highlighting the importance of campus culture at the university and presenting the results of our 2003 annual student survey.

2.
Government Policy Statement

The Government has flagged the introduction of OMSO in Backing Australia’s Future by stating that: ‘The Government will be introducing separate legislation to ensure that membership of student organisations is optional and universities do not collect fees that are not directly related to course provision. Institutions would be penalised for breaches of the legislation’
. If introduced, this legislation can only have an extremely negative impact on university life by impeding the ability of student associations, guilds and unions to continue to provide a vast range of services to students.

We fully oppose the introduction of OMSO as we believe that it will ultimately eliminate the university’s capacity to charter fees for provision of non-core academic services on campuses. Non-core academic services and facilities provided by the general Services and Amenities fees (S&A Fees) are an essential adjunct to the academic services and facilities provided by universities. Without the other, neither provides the complete education experience universities promote themselves as providing. While it is unclear as yet as to whether the universal activities of student organisations will disappear under this yet to be drafted legislation or whether the Government will just focus on making affiliation to and financial support of Student Representative Councils (SRCs) voluntary, we are concerned that the proposed Act will ultimately make the payment of any S&A fees voluntary. This could result in the removal of the universal membership of the student community and, ultimately, the collapse of student organisations. For delivery of the services provided by student organisations there has to be an infrastructure in place to make them available. Payment of a compulsory student fee is the most equitable and efficient way of providing this infrastructure.

3. OMSO is already in place in Tasmania

In Tasmania, membership of the Student Association is already voluntary. If students do not want to be a member of our organisation, they can make that election at anytime. However, if an individual does choose not to be a member of the organisation, the S&A fee is still charged and collected by the University under the University Ordinances that also govern the application of S&A fees by the Student Association.

At the University of Tasmania, the S&A fees paid by students based at the Northern Campuses of the University are used to provide services and facilities which are not provided by the University, but which are used extensively by students. As previously mentioned, membership of the Student Association is voluntary and not linked to the payment of this fee. Without a universal service fee that subsidises the cost of our services, many students would be unable to use our facilities, be a member of clubs and societies, apply for our scholarships and bursaries, participate in our activities and so on as these services would become financially unsustainable.

4.
Historical Analysis of Voluntary Student Unionism
OMSO has been introduced before in the form of Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) in both Victoria and Western Australia. The Victorian model allowed for ongoing operation of student organisations and addressed the use of general student fees for the purposes of often politically motivated Student Representative Councils (SRCs). 

The VSU model introduced in Western Australia went much further than this. In the late 1990s, the then Federal Education Minister, Dr David Kemp, referred to Western Australia as a working example of Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) in its purest form, stating ‘when campus organisations cannot take their customers for granted, they will have to provide a better service or they will lose their customers…In Western Australia, which has had VSU since 1995, we have already seen change in the services provided’.
 In reality however, VSU resulted in a significant demise in the services that were provided to students in Western Australia. Although the legislation has been significantly repealed by the current WA Government since then, at the time it resulted in the collapse of campus life at Edith Cowan University and a severe cut back of it at Murdoch and Curtin Universities.

At present, the SA employs 56 staff and provides numerous services (see section 11 for a comprehensive list of what we provide) to the students at the University of Tasmania. Under the proposed legislation, the Student Association would lose approximately 75% of its net income. This would almost certainly result in the winding up of the organisation, terminating the delivery of services and activities currently provided and also terminating any prospect of development or improvement of campus facilities in the future. In addition, the SA’s representational role in the university decision making processes would be lost.

5.
Profile and Situation Analysis of the SA

Organisation Description
The Student Association Incorporated (SA) is the official student organisation of the University of Tasmania, Launceston (Newnham and Inveresk campuses) and the North West Centre at Burnie.

It is responsible for the provision and support of a range of quality, cost effective and relevant operations and services on the Launceston campuses and North West Centre.

Organisation Objectives

The key objects of the SA as defined in the enabling University Ordinance (No. 42) and the SA strategic plan, are to:

· Promote the intellectual, material, social, cultural and sporting life of students and the University community, and matters incidental thereto.

· Conduct the business and service operations of the organisation on a financially sustainable basis.

These are deliberately broad objects, so that changing short-term priorities can be accommodated without the necessity of changing the thrust of the strategic plan. Changes in focus within the scope of the strategic plan can be accommodated in the annual Management Committee Business Plan and Action Plans developed by Student Council Officers.

6. Current Environment

Situation Analysis
The SA is structured to accommodate the functions of two key bodies:

· Student Council

· Management Committee

The functions of these bodies are set out in University Ordinance 42 and the Student Association Constitution.

7.
Student Representative Council

It is true to say that SRCs are high maintenance, but they are an essential part of the equation in the delivery of services and facilities as they keep us in touch with the grassroots student demographic. Indeed, Universal membership of Student organisations means that we are uniquely placed to provide the university with a formal link to its customers, the student population. The structures and general functions of our SRC are outlined below.

General Powers & Functions of Student Council

The general powers and functions of the Student Council are to act on behalf of the association in respect of all matters relating to the welfare, educational, sporting, social, cultural and intellectual interests of students and to promote the interests of students, save and except as to matters within the powers and functions conferred upon the management committee, and:

(a) Act on behalf of the Association in matters of education, welfare, publicity and any other aspect of student affairs not within the powers and functions of the Management Committee, as advised by the relevant Council standing committee.

(b) Control and co-ordinate the actions of the Council standing committees.

(c) Represent students in matters affecting their education and, except as provided elsewhere in the Constitution, appoint Association representatives to University Committees and Working Parties.

(d) Encourage and assist clubs, societies and sporting teams formally affiliated with the Association.

(e) Disseminate information about the affairs of the Association to students and promote student participation in the activities of the Association.

(f) Prepare and review at regular intervals a strategic plan for the development of the Association.

(g) Receive and endorse the Annual Budget approved by the Management Committee.

(h) Appoint such ad hoc advisory committees as it deems necessary from time to time.

SRC Portfolio Activities

All members of the Student Representative Council are the chairs of a committee directly relating to their portfolio, as well as a member of the Student Council and are subject to the policy direction of Council. They are responsible to:

(a) Provide Council with a written report of actions taken by their respective committee
(b) Provide Council with a written report on the business conducted at any meetings at which they are the Student Association’s representatives

(c) Be available to members of the Association at least ten hours per semester week

(d) To provide advice and support to any member in so far as the matter relates to his or her portfolio

In 2003, there are 14 members of the SRC. Members of the SRC who are members of the Executive committee and Management Committee undertake training to equip them to perform effectively in their roles. This training has generally been provided by the Australian Institute of Company Directors (AICD) in the form of the full company directors’ course, or more focused governance of not for profit organisations.

1. President 

In addition to the above responsibilities, the President of the Student Association is also accountable to Council in accordance with the Constitution and the policy direction of Council and is required to:

· Fulfill the role of principal spokesperson for the Student Association, representing the interests and concerns of Association members whenever engaged on Association business;
· Represent the interests and concerns of Association members on the University Council, Academic Senate and such other University committees and/or sub-committees and liaise with such officers of the University as Council shall direct.

· Chairs all Council, Executive and general meetings and be a member of the Management Committee.
2. Vice President Education
In addition to the above responsibilities, the Vice President Education is also required to:

· Represent the Association on the University Library Committee, Academic Senate Quality Assurance Committee and such other University committees and/or sub-committees as Council shall direct.

· Convene and preside as Chair at all Education Committee meetings.

· Be a member of the Executive and Management committees.
3. Vice President Activities
In addition to the above responsibilities, the Vice President Activities organises O’Week and student social activities and is also a member of the Executive and Management committees.

4. Treasurer 

In addition to the above responsibilities, the Treasurer is also responsible for the administration of SRC budget and financial activities of clubs and societies. He/she is also a member of the Executive and Management committees.

5. Environment Officer

6. External Officer  

He/She is also a member of the Executive and Management committees

7. International Officer

8. Media Officer

9. North West Coast Representative

10. Postgraduate Officer

He/She is also a member of the Executive and Management committees

11. Sports Officer

12. Welfare Officer

13. Women’s Officer

14. Inveresk (campus) Representative 
8.
The Management Committee

The powers and functions of the Management Committee are:

· To act as the committee of the association for the purposes of the Associations Incorporation Act 1964;

· To be the employer of all staff employed for the purposes of the association;

· To have the control of all lands and property owned or occupied by the association, other than those intended to be used for sporting purposes and acquired by a sports council operating under the auspices of the association;

· To have the control and management of the administrative services of the association;

· To have the control and management of all the commercial and trading activities of the association;

· To provide proper administrative, office and meeting services, facilities and equipment to the students’ representative council of the association and to its subsidiary councils and committees and to societies and sporting clubs affiliated therewith; and

· To pay to subsidiary councils and committees of the association for their respective purposes such proportions of fees paid to it as the (University) Council may determine under Ordinance 92 from time to time.

The Management Committee consists of 5 University Council appointees, including the chair and the deputy chair, 6 members from the Student Council Executive Committee as well as the General Manager of the Student Association in a non-voting capacity.


9.
Distribution of S&A Fees

· S&A fees: 17.5% goes to the SRC and 82.5% goes to the Management Committee. 

10.
Student Retreat

Following elections of the SRC for the following year, the SA provides an intensive programme for elected officers to prepare them for the year ahead as an officer. This includes formal induction into their working relationships with each other, SA members, SA staff, University staff and the community. It also includes review of the SA strategic plan and the development of portfolio action plans for the coming year.

11.
Facilities, Services and Operations 

A summary presentation of the facilities, services and operations provided, conducted and administered by the Management Committee of the Student Association in 2002 is presented below:
Intellectual

· Scholarships & Bursaries

· SA Mt. Nelson Award





· NW Bursary Scheme





Material

· Catering Operations

· Cafeteria &






Restaurant






· Coffee Shop






· Bar







· Café at Inveresk






· Convenience Store & Services

· SA Shop







· Resource Centres*




 

· Graduation and Academic Dress Hire

· Student Gallery - Inveresk

*No outside operator would provide what we provide in our Resource Centres as everything we sell, we sell at cost price. The S&A fees cover the cost of wages and overheads in operating our Resource Centres.

Goods and services provided by the 2 Resource Centres

· Student photocopying service

· Laser printing service
· Student fax service
· Laminating service
· 24 hour access computer laboratory
· Supervision of the operation of the computer laboratory
· Ticket sales office for campus events
· Typing register
· Lecture notes
· Internet access student subscription and registration
· Distribution of course books
· Bus tickets and timetables
· Student discount cinema tickets
· Public telephone and phone cards
· Student travel cards (ISIC)
· Locker hire
· Lost property






Social

· Recreation Centre – Newnham





· Recreation Centre – Inveresk





· Clubs & Societies







· Entertainment & Australasian Association of Campus Activities (AACA)   

      affiliation and activities





Cultural

· University Gallery Funding







· International Student Activities





Sporting

· Sport & Rec, Launceston – facilities and operations


· Aust Universities Sport – affiliation and activities, including the University     

      Games


· Scholarships







Welfare

· Secretarial support for University’s Student Safety Net Grant Scheme


· Disabled students’ resource and facilities grant





· Personal Accident Insurance cover for every student



 

Capital Expenditure

· Facilities & equipment





Commercial operations are operated to be self funding, and to generate a surplus after direct costs to cover management and administrative overheads.

Non-commercial operations and services, the Student Council, capital expenditure on facilities and equipment and the cost of management and administrative support of these functions are funded from Service and Amenities fees.
12.
Campus Culture 

In order to produce the ‘rounded student’ and offer a truly fulfilling university experience, a university campus needs a student organisation. The university experience is more than simply turning up to lectures. Our services/activities are an important part of the social and cultural life of the university and students can only benefit from this environment. 

In addition to the direct impact on campus culture, OMSO would also have the potential to reduce the number of international students attending the university. Campus life at the University of Tasmania is undoubtedly a strong selling point in the international student market that is worth approximately $5 billion dollars throughout Australia per annum. The legislation could have the adverse effect of diminishing the numbers of international students who come to study at Australian universities as it would deny the university the ability to offer a comprehensively serviced campus-based education. Our organisation recently also conducted an international student survey where approximately 95% of the respondents expressed a wish to be more active in campus culture and activities.

We provide the ideal culture for the transition of students into tertiary education by creating a sense of community. The University of Tasmania Amendment Act 2001 states that one of the functions of the university is to: ‘engage in activities which promote the social, cultural and economic welfare of the community and to make available for those purposes the resources of the university’. Our Vice Chancellor has already endorsed the continuation of our student organisation as an important element in performing this function.

13.
Historical Expenditure by the SA

In spite of the fact that the SA is based on a small and regional campus, we have spent over $4.6 million since 1993 to develop amenities and services. Below is a breakdown of our expenditure in this area:

Property


  Funding



Total

SA Occupied



SA


University

SA Building,

2,106,000

1,500,000

3,606,000
Yes

Bar, Coffee Shop, 

Resource Centre

Convenience Store

Computer laboratory

Retail service outlets

Academic dress service

Degrees Rest’t

     66,000

     66,000

   132,000
Yes

Cafeteria


   548,000

     40,000

   588,000
Yes

Sport & Rec


1,303,500

  457,705

1,723,500
No

Tennis Courts

   100,000

   100,000

   200,000
No

Boat Shed


   250,000




   250,000
Yes

Café and Gallery (Inv)
300,000




   
300,000

Yes

Total


4,673,500

2,163,705

6,837,205
As would be expected, some students use our services more than others. This mirrors the experience of Local, State and Federal governments, whose services and facilities are utilised to varying degrees by rate and taxpayers. As with students and service and amenities fees, it is doubtful that those who utilise the services and facilities of Councils and Governments would pay rates and taxes if they were voluntary. 

14.
Survey – Demand and Usage of Our Facilities and Services

The Student Association has just recently conducted our annual student survey and the results demonstrate that there is undoubtedly a real demand for our services. We conduct our survey to maintain our role and responsibility of serving the university community and keeping in touch with the changing demand of our student demographic. The results of our survey indicate that:

1. 80.7% of respondents spend their mealtimes on campus – Catering facilities

2. 47% of respondents spend over 20 hours a week on campus  - Catering facilities, recreation facilities, non-core academic services.

3. 79% of respondents are fulltime day students - Catering facilities, recreation facilities, non-core academic services.

4. 90% of respondents indicated that on-campus facilities were a determining factor in their decision to attend the university

5. 90% of respondents use a computer on a daily basis whereas only 72% have computer/internet access at home. We provide a resource centre with 24 hour access to computer, photocopying and printing facilities, including access to the University WebCT site.

6. 47% of respondents have voted in student council elections during their time at university (voting is not compulsory)
7. 63% of respondents have received a student discount, a scheme that we administer in conjunction with businesses statewide. 

8. The use of our facilities by the respondents rates as follows:

· The Unibar

56%

· Resource Centres
57%

· Cafeteria

80%

· Coffee Bar

66%

· Shop


72%

9. 1 in 3 respondents are or have been involved in clubs and societies during their university life to date

10. 81% of respondents rated clubs and societies as important elements in our campus culture and social interaction

11. Only 52% of respondents are currently employed

12. 46% of respondents rated socialising as their primary spend out of their disposable income

13. The four most popular forms of entertainment were live bands, comedy acts, movie nights and general social events. These are all forms of entertainment that we provide to students mostly for free or at low cost, certainly at less cost than is available off campus.
15.
Service Agreement with the University

Discussions between the Student Association and the University have been initiated to develop a formal service agreement between the parties for future provision of services and facilities to the University’s students. The objectives of this agreement would be:

· To maintain equity in the range of services and facilities provided to campuses and student groups with different requirements and interests.

· To maintain the quality of services and facilities provided at an agreed standard.

· To maintain consistent pricing across the University’s campuses
· To maintain a regular programme of review between the University and the Student Association.
16.
Conclusion

Student Associations, Guilds and Organisations play an important role in university life and should be encouraged in Higher Education policies as they provide essential services, facilities and opportunities to their respective student communities for a nominal fee. Charging of the S&A Fee is essential for all university student organisations if Australian universities want to compete internationally as it funds services that contribute significantly to the overall quality of the university experience. The introduction of OMSO would only serve to weaken higher education in Australia.
� Nelson, Brendan, Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, Department of Education Science and Training, 2003, p. 45


� Kemp, David, Speech introducing the Higher Education Legislation Amendment Bill, 11 March 1999. http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/eet_ctte/vsu/report/c01.htm
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