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Background:   NTUPSA is a small organisation that represents and advocates for the views of approximately 250 coursework and 120 research postgraduate students at the Northern Territory University.  Since postgraduates are in the position of not only being students but are immersed in research and / or involved in teaching activities, hopefully NTUPSA can provide some relevant input into this inquiry about the capacity for NTU to meet the Northern Territory and Australia’s higher ed. needs.

This should be read in conjunction with the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations and Northern Territory University Students Union submissions.
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Northern Territory University (NTU)

A ‘post-1987’ university, NTU is the main of only two providers of higher education in the Territory, with the next closest universities to Darwin being in Indonesia; the University of East Timor and Universitas Nusa Cendana in West Timor. The former is 400 kilometres away as compared to NTU's closest Australian counterpart, James Cook University, in Cairns is 1677 km by the crow (and 2506 km by road to Townsville!).

This remote and sparsely populated northern region remains a territory and sits next to the emerging nation of East Timor as well as one of the worlds most politically turbulent and highly populated world regions.  Given the strategic continental drift of the defence forces to the North, if Australia intends to present itself as a nation firmly planted in Asia it makes a hell of a lot of sense to back its closest University to Asia.

In the year 2000 NTU had a Higher Education ‘EFTSU’ of about 2700, corresponding to 5400 students enrolled (ie a large part-time cohort).  This is a huge percentage of the relatively young population of the NT.  Initial figures for 2001 suggest that the EFTSU will be similar despite an increase in the number of enrolments.

For the NT to sustainably develop it’s immense resources of oil, natural gas, gold, bauxite, as well as agriculture, aquaculture and other industries, the NTU must be able to provide higher education. Increasingly the rhetoric of knowledge parks, precincts, cities, states and even nations abounds, but the reality remains that the Northern Territory’s social and economic future demands that NTU continues to not only exist and make do, but blossom.

It is clear that NTU has been a victim of budgetary processes that emanate from post-developmental temperate Australia.  As such, NTU has been an extreme test bed for higher education policy formulaically applied across the 38 universities.

There simply isn’t an option of ’if you don't like it you can leave’[
], for most of the N.T. population.

INTRODUCTION

This submission is focussed on two areas.  The first being the social and economic need for funding to be able to maintain a broad range of education in such an isolated location.  The second is focussed on the damage that the white paper and the so-called ‘gap’ places have had on research at NTU during 2000 and 2001.

1.0 BROAD RANGE OF EDUCATION

1.1 NTU is not meeting NT Educational needs.

At the moment NTU does not have the capacity to meet the Northern Territory's higher education needs.  In terms of simplistic benchmarks, NTU is turning further and further into a place of technical and further education with a diminishing base of higher education. This means in the broad sense that the higher education provided at NTU is mostly vocational based, with the majority of people engaged in career-path orientated study (as is the demand).   However NTU requires strong undergraduate and postgraduate programs to maintain it’s intellectual health and to build upon / consolidate the knowledge base vocational training provides. As the NT develops and grows its resident intellectual population base must be able to fathom and deal with the imperatives of development.  The simplistic benchmarks we are talking about here though are those that will have long lasting (and sometimes immeasurable) impacts on society in the Territory.

1.2 Essential core subjects are not being taught.

NTU no longer teaches English Literature and Philosophy, barely provides Engineering, Mathematics, and has virtually abandoned Anthropology, Political Theory and Physics. In addition, Indonesian language studies staff numbers have been cut to the point of being only taught externally!?.  The cut of English Literature in 1997 caused a nationwide uproar, and today NTU is perhaps the only University in Australia that doesn’t teach it to some extent[
].  The original rationale behind the ‘dis-establishment’ of English Literature, Philosophy and Public Policy were to restructure the Faculty of Arts’ focus towards South-East Asian Studies, (which has also since suffered staff cuts). This relied on the assumption that the students would magically re-distribute themselves to do the available subjects at NTU.

The core of the issue is simple: At what point below raw financial viability (since some of these areas will struggle to consistently attract enough students) do social and cultural considerations maintain the need for these subjects to be offered locally in the NT?  It is to that minimum point that planning and finance must be targeted.

1.3 Equal Rights for Citizens

There is a further consideration that lies in the perceived and constitutional duty of the Federal Government to provide educational opportunities to the tax and HECS payer in the Northern Territory that are equal to others in the nation.

Educational opportunities are denied when the student for family, social and/or economic reasons cannot raise the required $1,000’s to move the required 1,000’s of kilometres.  There also must be an impact on NTU attracting high calibre secondary school leavers, developing and keeping their skills in a regional area. The disciplines affected are core subjects at secondary school.   Not having local specialist teachers in these areas will only continue the cycle of the decreasing strength of the education of the students completing their secondary schooling and entering society.

1.4 Management Focus and Priorities exhibit signs of crisis management.

It should be noted that NTU management has sometimes displayed an alarming disregard for the common sense solution, in that, aspects of some of the decisions to cut staff have been motivated by personal politics (not educational grounds).  There have also been some financially and administratively disastrous IT based decisions made. These reactions are symptomatic of crisis management and a lack of opportunity to plan in a secure and reasonable fiscal environment. There are also suggestions that the cuts made at NTU have been far less borne in Administration than it has in the Faculties, with NTU maintaining a high administrative overhead.

Despite the negativity so far discussed, NTU has the potential to deliver higher educational access and equity (compared to a major metropolitan centre) for a large area of regional Australia.  Cross-subsidy using the ‘strong’ parts of a university to support the ‘weaker’ areas already occurs, but limits expansion of ‘successful’ programs. Current Reciprocal arrangements with other universities are external based study only and not always practical, and NTU is being forced into looking more and more at becoming a 1st year feeder university into specialist courses at other universities just to survive.  By their nature, the teaching of 2nd and 3rd year level subjects at NTU are even less viable than 1st year as the progress through a degree becomes more specialised, but NTU must maintain a broad range of degrees.

NTU is unable to ‘rationalise’ its programs in conjunction with another University. Eg.  One University maintains a strong English Department while down the road the speciality is Philosophy.  NTU already has a special funding arrangement with the Commonwealth to cover the overheads of operating in such a remote location.  However, despite the NT Government recently topping up the coffers in the long term NTU really does need more funding to deliver a broad range of higher education, so that all people of the Northern Territory have realistic access to higher education of a quality comparable with those ‘down south’.

2.0 GAP PLACES

2.1 NTU has a proven place in the Australian research mosaic.

NTU does some damn good research for its size: currently has 1 ARC Key Research Centre and is involved to varying degrees in 5 Cooperative Research Centres. Attempts have been made to focus on NT geographically based research (keywords: tropical, environmental, South-East Asian, indigenous) supplemented with the odd bit of smaller 1 or 2 person ‘boutique’ based research.  Despite playing the research game well by most DETYA measures in the past, the current formula is short changing NTU.  NTU has a small Higher Degree Research (HDR) Student cohort, and will always be susceptible to fluctuations in completion rates of HDR students:

Approx. Year 2000 Higher Degree Research (HDR) figures:

92
HDR HECS exemptions provided by Federal Government.

120 HDR EFTSU

To cover the deficit in 2000, approximately $100,000 was diverted from other areas just to maintain NTU’s research student load.

In the second semester 2000, enrolments of HDR students were put on HOLD by NTU until a clearer idea of what would happen in 2001 slowly emerged from the DETYA procedural bunkers (although  a couple of HDR commencements did sneak through).  Note that the final DETYA go-ahead for NTU in 2001 arrived in December 2000.  The uncertainty of this process has already resulted in an unusually small number of commencements of HDR students in first semester 2001 at NTU.

In March 2001, there are again 92 HDR HECS exemptions provided but 118 HDR EFTSU.  This corresponds to a projected financial shortfall of $120,000 already for the year, without any further net enrolments.  At this stage, if you consider HDR funding pool to be a closed system, this equates to about $1,000 per student that the formula is not providing NTU in a year!  This could be going towards research infrastructure, to a good personal computer each (ie $3000 over three years), or a few monologues (expensive specialist research books).  Or given the isolation, this could allow interstate collaborations, and/or attending one Australian conference per year.  All of these have the possibility to enhance the quality of research education (and research output) at NTU, and instead the system is being unnecessarily constrained.

2.2 Longer term implications
Whilst the postgraduate research system may have some scope for reform, Time and Australia’s innovatory output will soon enough tell whether further cutting funding from already stretched budgets improves the quality of the nation’s postgraduate research education system.  The danger is that the pressure will translate to NTU undertaking ‘safer’ research projects.  The contradiction of safe research!  It should be unpredictable (even risky), and how can every PhD project be guaranteed to finish within 4 years.  With adequate funding and modern communications, world-class research and research education can (effectively) be performed in regional areas.

CLOSING

To its credit, NTU has weathered the recent financial strains in the majority well, with some sections of the University still proving to be strong.  The continuing financial pressure on higher education has manifested itself at NTU in essential disciplines being cut, as well as attrition of some very good staff and students to elsewhere.  Re-iterating a statement once made by the Hon. Dr. David Kemp MP[
]:

“When the research effort is tightly constrained by centrally determined `national priorities', when the research environment is subject to constant uncertainty and disruption, when governments increasingly seek to determine how research will be managed, creativity can be stultified and innovation harmed.

These risks are currently being incurred in Australia and I simply note the recent comment of the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee that the research infrastructure of higher education in this country is being damaged by unwise government intervention — intervention which is justified as micro-economic reform, but is in reality forced restructuring according to government ideological whim”.
Postgraduates are the plankton of the entire University system.

Shine a bit more light on them?

� NTU Vice-Chancellor Prof. Ron McKay pointing out to students how they could deal with problems at NTU, March 2000.





� Collated information of DETYA: http://www.detya.gov.au/tenfields/arts/grad.html#ENGLISH appears inconsistent with respect to NTU, and is thus inconclusive.  We didn’t have time to fully research this point unfortunately.





� Extract from First Speech To Parliament by the Hon Dr David Kemp MP, Member for Goldstein (Vic), 15/5/1990.
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