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Our file ref:  IE/136/0

22 March 2001 

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business

and Education References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Dear Sir/Madam

Submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Capacity of Public Universities to meet Australia’s Higher Education Needs

In this submission I wish to focus on two issues which I consider to be fundamental to the question facing this Inquiry: namely, the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

The two issues are:

1. The need to invest in the social and economic future of Australia however this is described, including notions of the ‘knowledge nation’, by significantly increasing the level of per capita funding for higher education; and 

2. Funding arrangements with respect to government funding for student load that recognise the need for substantial public funding to ensure fair access for students on the basis of merit while also allowing for greater institutional variations that encourage diversity and choice across universities within the sector.

These issues relate to the following terms of reference:

(a)
the adequacy of current funding arrangements

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

(d)
equality of opportunity to participate in higher education

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

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

1. The need to invest in the social and economic future of Australia however this is described, including notions of the ‘knowledge nation’, by significantly increasing the level of per capita funding for higher education

The case for increased long-term investment by Government into higher education in Australia has been well-argued in the paper Our Universities: Our Future, issued by the Australian Vice-Chancellor’s Committee (AVCC) in December 2000.

That paper, which I am aware has been made available to the Committee by the AVCC, highlights the declining per capita funding for higher education since the mid-1980s
. and the consequences of this for Australia’s international competitiveness and its vision of itself as a ‘clever country’.   It points to the increasing gap between investment in intellectual capital in Australia and in countries such as the USA and the UK, Scandinavia, Singapore, Hong Kong and Korea, Canada and Ireland.   It concludes that Australia’s public investment in higher education is ‘even worse than average’.

Whilst the paper acknowledges and supports the recent cases made for increased investment in research and innovation
 (out of which came the Government’s own Innovation Statement, Backing Australia’s Ability), it makes a powerful argument for an increased investment also in higher education teaching and learning, and for investment in the non-sciences.   

There is little point in me repeating all these arguments at length.  But I wish to lend my strong support to them.   One does not have to go very far to see that there is an urgent need to invest in the learning experience of our students and hence the quality of our graduates.  We need to invest in equipment infrastructure, in laboratories, in libraries, in information and communications technologies, and in reduced class sizes, all of which have suffered as a result of the substantial decline in per capita funding over the last fifteen years.  Recently announced increased funding for research and innovation in specific areas, whilst welcome, does not address these fundamental university infrastructure problems since that funding is directly tied to specific initiatives.  Without a substantial and ongoing injection of public funding directly into universities, Australia will fall even further behind and will be unable to supply the expert workforce we will need in the future if we are to capitalise on our own innovation and on developments elsewhere.  We will be followers in the global economy.  (Terms of Reference (a), (b), (d) and (e).)

Moreover, in order to encourage and support all fields of learning, not just the sciences, increased core funding to the higher education sector is essential.  A nation’s intellectual wealth would be worth little if it did not also encompass the humanities, the social sciences and the creative arts, as well as education for the range of professions in the human sciences sectors of education, health, law etc.  

The Government’s response to the problems faced by universities has been two-fold.  

First, it has shifted the burden of funding from the public purse to the private. Student contributions to higher education have risen steadily since the introduction of HECS in 1988.  Recent figures from the AVCC reveal that even within the government funding component, the proportion that comes from students’ deferred HECS payments is now double that received from consolidated revenue. (Terms of Reference (a), (b), (d).)

Our students and our graduates pay the HECS component out of their own (private) income.  We are not opposed to private investment in higher education, although we are opposed to the notion that one’s capacity to pay should influence one’s ability to participate in higher education.  For this reason, Flinders University has consistently declined to offer fee-paying places for Australian students at undergraduate level although we have reluctantly extended fees to all our postgraduate coursework programs in 2001 as our capacity to include these courses within our HECS-liable places has steadily diminished since 1996.   The shift to fee-paying postgraduate courses raises serious student access and equity considerations which appear to have been recognised as part of the Government’s recent Innovation Statement, Backing Australia’s Ability, although it is not yet clear how adequately the proposed new loan scheme will meet this need.   (Terms of Reference (b) and (d).)  

Of course, student contributions are only part of the private investment in universities, albeit a substantial one.  For many years, Australian universities have been looking at ways they can maximise income from non-government sources and, to a greater or lesser extent, have been successful in this.  It is our strong view, however, that ensuring a properly resourced and high quality public higher education system which will serve the country into the future, and which has the capacity to contribute to the public good, is a collective community and therefore a Government responsibility, not a private responsibility.  (Terms of Reference (a), (b), (d), and f).)

Secondly, there has been an increased emphasis on university management and productivity, efficiency and accountability, the implication being that universities have the resources and simply need to manage those resources better.  

Flinders University has no difficulty with the notion of accountability.  As an institution which receives a large portion of its income from public sources it is proper that we justify, as we can and do, the way in which we utilise that money.   We also agree that we should be judged on the quality of our performance.  We have had internal quality assurance mechanisms in place for some years which provide for routine review of performance across all areas of activity.  We expect to be well-placed to respond to the requirements of the recently established Australian Quality Assurance Agency.

Nor, obviously, do we object in principle to the notion of efficiency, and at Flinders we have implemented a number of initiatives over the years to maximise the use of the resources we receive.  (Our Universities: Our Future, Appendix C provides extensive examples, including some from this University, of ways in which the higher education sector has responded creatively and innovatively to the cost pressures it faces).   

I wish to stress, however, that in universities in Australia at this point in time the serious resources and morale issues cannot simply be attributed to poor management.  Rather, universities are now at the limits of their ability to maintain even current levels of activity without additional resources.  The costs of teaching are rising due to the expanding use of information and communications technologies and increased salary costs for staff.  The modest salary increases which have been awarded to staff as a result of three Enterprise Bargaining Agreements negotiated since 1995 (and which still leave academic salaries in Australia uncompetitive with their counterparts in the US and the UK) have been largely unfunded.   Most institutions have needed to offer redundancies to balance their budgets, leaving fewer staff to cope with the challenge of new courses, new curricula, demands by employers for new skills, and rising expectations of students, as well as some increase in student numbers, as we attempt to meet all the pressures on us.  We do know, because we monitor academic staff workloads and the time spent on teaching, that staff increasingly do not find time during the day to do research; this has to be accommodated almost entirely outside the normal working week.   Given this, I find it remarkable that institutions manage to maintain high levels of research performance, and even more remarkable that some, Flinders among them, manage to improve on that performance (as we did in the year 2000).  Not surprisingly, it is increasingly the case that we are unable to attract staff in fields that are critical to the future of Australia but where there are much better paid jobs available in the non-university sectors.  (Terms of Reference (a), (b) and (e).)

2. Funding arrangements with respect to government funding for student load that recognise the need for substantial public funding to ensure fair access for students on the basis of merit while also allowing for greater institutional variations that encourage diversity and choice across universities within the sector.

Finally, I turn to the question of how (an increased quantum of) public funding should be allocated to universities.  The AVCC paper ‘Our Universities: Our Future’ offers an alternative approach which has a number of advantages when compared to the present system.  The main features of the AVCC proposal are that universities would negotiate individually with DETYA a funding mix to support their chosen strategic objectives.  For example, one university might have a mission which emphasises its links in its local community or region, and so might wish to weigh the balance of its funding in favour of support for initiatives in these areas.   Another university might have  a mission which is primarily focussed on its international reputation for research and choose a funding mix which supported this.  Such an approach would recognise and enhance the diversity in the system and would have benefits both for institutions (increased focus on areas of excellence and increased flexibility) and the community (increased opportunities to match courses and research to the needs and requirements of students, employers and the community).  It is one I would support strongly.  (Terms of Reference (a), (b) and (f).)

Yours sincerely

Professor Anne R Edwards

Vice-Chancellor

� The public investment per student has fallen every year since 1983, except for 1992-94, despite the increasing cost of providing education  due to rapid advances in technology and equipment, developments in on-line delivery, demands for greater support services.


� The Chance to Change, Final Report by the Chief Scientist, November 2000 (Batterham)


Innovation:Unlocking the Future, Final report of the Innovation Summit Implementation Group (Miles), August 2000
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