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(a) Adequacy of current funding arrangements

Funding is no longer sufficient at the academic department level to deliver the quality of teaching and research expected. Budget cuts are forcing redundancies of both academic and general staff in well-managed departments that, until this year, have never had a budget deficit. This will have severe effects on disciplines with respect to their orientation, complexion and future development. Since it is not easy to predict the cuts made by the university I estimate that it would take about 20% increase per EFTSU to ensure sufficient funding flows through to the department level.

All staff work overtime, most are not being rewarded for it, and some are jeopardizing their health and well-being.

(b) effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs

Market demand and training needs for some professional courses and degree programs can be met by creating relatively short-term courses and degree programs through well-established and functioning accreditation systems. Short, taylor-made programs for skills and knowledge upgrading (e.g. teachers) can also be generated and could justifiably be run as fee-paying courses. This is not easy to do in the general sciences (and the arts, I suspect) where, while knowledge inceases exponentially, skills and abilities have quite long-term currency. The temptation to offer a suite of courses to satisfy perceived student demand and financial imperatives may work against the long-term interests of the students and should be resisted. It is not the major role of the university to provide ‘customer satisfaction’. Rather, their traditional role in society is to question and to lead.

Australia’s higher education sector is far too homogeneous and does not offer sufficient diversity of educational experience, especially for the professions and the technical and artistic areas. 

(c) public liability consequences of private, commercial activities of universities

While I am not competent to comment on public liability consequences of commercial activities, I believe that generating income through commercial activity is not, and should not be, a major role of a university either. Since there is a propensity to appoint academics to top managerial positions for which these academics have neither the training nor often the aptitude or skills, this is likely to happen to commercial positions as well. Serious mistakes are being made in commercial activities, just as they are being made in organisational management.

(d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education

In a wealthy country like Australia every person who satisfies the entry criteria should have the opportunity to study at tertiary level and obtain a degree or other qualification. Bursaries, scholarships and other relevant forms of support should be made available to all who need it.

(e) factors affecting the ability of Australian universities to attract and retain staff

Salaries are uncompetitive except for senior management and individual academics who can determine their own remuneration by negotiation. The intellectual climate and culture is changing in such a way that I no longer recommend to my postgraduate students to seek employment at an Australian university. In the last 18 months many staff have left, are leaving or are not offered sufficient security even to accept a position.

(f) the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth

In a recent report to the VC of the University of Melbourne private rate of return on investment in higher education in 1997 was estimated to be 15% and the social rate of return 16.5%. 

(g) the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment

University reporting requirements in Australia appear unnecessarily bureaucratic and detailed, putting a huge administrative burden on the institutions.

(h) the nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters

I am not aware of any independent advice that the government now receives unless you consider the department independent. An advisory council should be reinstated and have members drawn from all participants (stakeholders?) in the system.

