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Role of the Australian Maritime College

The Australian Maritime College (AMC), established under the Maritime College Act 1978, is a Commonwealth Statutory Authority with the role of providing education, training and research and consulting services for the maritime industry.  The maritime industry, in the broadest sense, covers trading and recreational seagoing activity, port and terminal management, commercial and recreational fishing, aquaculture, sustainable management of oceanic, marine and coastal resources (including the associated social context), seafood product development and marketing, engineering of vessel design, offshore structures and their resource development implications and maritime equipment, management of maritime operations and regulatory oversight.  

In so far as the AMC confers qualifications from entry level Vocational Education and Training (VET) (Level 1) to doctoral level higher education (Level 12) it embraces both TAFE and University roles.  Located in Launceston with a separate campus at Beauty Point (50 km north west of the main campus), AMC may be considered a regional university with a national and international purview as a provider of maritime education and training.  As such the AMC is unique in the higher education sector.

Further to its national role in maritime education, research and training, the AMC plays a significant role in contributing to Australia’s program of providing technical assistance to developing countries by training personnel and providing other consultancy services to the maritime industries in the Asia Pacific region and further afield.  The expanding economies of South East Asia have created a strong demand for maritime-based products and services.  The developing nations of the South Pacific look to Australia for assistance with expansion of their maritime activities, including shipping, fisheries and offshore surveillance.  AMC undertakes this activity and other consulting work through its commercial arm, AMC Search. The unique role of AMC in professional management training (MBAs in marine resource management, maritime business) has expanded to meet burgeoning demand nationally and internationally.

Responses to the Terms of Reference

(a)The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

(i) The capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand

In the case of the Australian Maritime College (AMC), additional operating income can, to a large extent, be generated through fee-paying students and commercial activity managed through AMC Search. This assists in catering for increased demand. Current funding arrangements make it difficult to find the funds required for capital developments on many occasions.

Much of the AMC’s research, training and education capacity is linked to its unique infrastructure located at its two Tasmanian campuses.  This infrastructure includes  

· 60 metre towing tank (for testing hull designs)

· State-of-the-art integrated marine simulator (for replicating ship control systems)

· Recirculating water channel (flume tank) with Horizontal Planar Motion mechanism (for in situ testing of fishing gear, trawls etc)

· Purpose-built survival centre (for maritime emergency training)

· Cavitation tunnel (for testing ship/vessel propellors)

· Model Test Basin (for testing offshore structures such as oil and gas installations)

· Fire fighting centre

· 64 metre training ship, the Wyuna
· 34 metre fishing training and research vessel, the Bluefin
Maintaining and enhancing these unique facilities requires on-going access to capital funds.

(ii) Institutional autonomy and flexibility

Current funding arrangements provide a high degree of autonomy and flexibility to AMC. The Maritime College Act requires AMC to “conduct an institution for the provision of maritime and maritime-related education and training…”(Section 7(a)). This restriction to maritime and maritime-related activities has, in reality, not reduced the flexibility of the organisation which is strongly responding to the increased demand for maritime and offshore industry development and higher level research in Australia.

(iii) The quality and diversity of teaching and research

Maintenance of the quality and diversity of teaching and research across the spectrum of maritime training and education components requires the unique infrastructure summarised above.  However, with radical advances in technology, the AMC currently requires the capital investment capacity to maintain relevant infrastructure through regular upgrades or equipment/facility replacement.  The AMC has limited capacity in its capital reserves for the replacement of major equipment and facilities.  Recognition of AMC’s status as the national provider of maritime training education and research necessitates provision for maintenance and associated funding of infrastructure in line with technological advances in the sector.  The facilities currently available provide an amenity to government and industry consistent with the availability of world class equipment servicing the needs of various maritime sectors.  This is important in the ongoing positioning of Tasmania as a location for excellence in maritime research, complementing existing research specialisation in fisheries and oceanography (CSIRO, Antarctic Division) and industrial application (high speed marine transport). 

Such regional clustering is consistent with DETYA’s recent white paper on Research and Development.  By positioning Tasmania as a centre of excellence in maritime training, education and research, the AMC seeks funding security and enhanced options for maintaining and developing infrastructural capacity consistent with the rapidly growing maritime sector needs.

As a general comment for the sector, when funding is tight, some universities may restrict their activities to teaching and research that has a well developed market and is inexpensive to operate (eg offering computing courses at the expense of science courses). This clearly has the potential to reduce diversity of courses and research activity.

(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, including its effects on:

(i) The quality and diversity of education

As AMC’s federal funding base is capped to a fixed number of student enrolments, expansion of its revenue base is achieved through private funding.  AMC has been particularly active in this area targeting international training and education markets.  Further to this, by extending training capacity nationally, notwithstanding the infrastructural limitations identified above, private funding opportunities can be realised through commercial application of training and consultancy, reflecting AMC’s specialisation in maritime.

In general, it is our experience that the increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour requires universities to be customer-focussed and this should increase quality as it becomes a criterion on which students will make their choice of institution. 

(ii)The production of sufficient numbers of appropriately-qualified graduates to meet industry demand

AMC has an excellent record of graduate employment. In many courses, such as the Bachelor of Engineering in Naval Architecture, almost 100% of graduates are employed within three months of completing their course. There appears to be a reasonable balance between production and demand for graduates. As the maritime sector is truly global, many graduates obtain work overseas. The need to obtain private funding has seen AMC become more active in international education and training markets with many fee-paying overseas students now coming to AMC for their education before returning to their home countries. 

(iii) The adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources

See comments relating to (a) (i) and (ii) above

(iv) The maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge, 

See comments relating to (a) (iii) above. 

(v) The operations and effect of universities’ commercialised research and development structures.

AMC’s commercial arm, AMC Search has a long history of returning steady annual profits through effective use of the expertise and facilities of the institution. It has been successful by taking a very commercial and “hard-nosed” approach to business opportunities within Australia and overseas. As AMC has had to become more reliant on private funding, the viability of the organisation and the success of AMC Search have become closely linked. 

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

AMC maintains appropriate insurance coverage (including professional indemnity) for its commercial activities

(d) The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education including:

(i) The levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education

As students demand greater flexibility in managing their learning outcomes, universities are responding by developing distance education capacity, on line learning, innovative timetabling and offering courses through regional campuses.  All these initiatives have the ability to facilitate access to higher education by under-represented social groups.

AMC is proactive, particularly in VET training markets, in indigenous training and education.  It facilitates delivery to communities by utilising AMC staff or agents particularly in the Northern Territory (vessel operation courses) and New South Wales (Aquaculture traineeships).  Linkage with state/territory agencies has been particularly important in accessing state funded training schemes and promoting AMC capacity in relevant maritime training markets.

Greater access to social groups under-represented in higher education could also be facilitated by encouraging greater flexibility in delivery particularly in accessing remote communities.  Such flexibility needs to be matched by appropriate funding opportunities by governments to allow the travel and subsistence of specialist teachers/trainers including access to appropriate resources (equipment, simulators, information technology) taking into account AMC’s specialist role in maritime training and education.

(ii) The effects of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Schemes and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education.

The location of the AMC in northern Tasmania can be an impediment to students seeking to augment or create their income with paid casual employment.  This is particularly the case for students located at the AMC’s Beauty Point campus where part-time employment opportunities are negligible.  The cost of student accommodation is the cause of financial hardships for many students particularly those on income support.  Such students do not often have the option of undertaking a course of study close to home given AMC’s specialisation in maritime disciplines.  Indeed, most students enrolled at the AMC come from locations outside Tasmania.  AMC provides residential accommodation for many students and sets residential fees on a cost recovery basis.  Even so, the cost of the accommodation and living away from home expenses are a demonstrable deterrent to students potentially enrolling at the AMC.  The requirement to add GST to student accommodation fees provides further financial hardship and introduces significant disincentives to study at the AMC. 

The Differential Higher Education Contribution Scheme is only one factor determining the affordability of higher education in Australia. As this can be deferred until a student has graduated and is in paid employment, it is less a factor for AMC students than the issues described above.

(iii) The adequacy of student income support measures

See comments relating to (d) (ii) above

(iv) The growth rates in participation by level of course and field of study relative to comparable nations

No additional comment

(e) The factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff in the context of competitive local and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities

AMC’s specialist role in maritime education is a significant factor in being able to attract and retain staff.  By definition, specialists are more difficult to attract than staff from more general disciplines.  Furthermore, in many cases, academic salaries are substantially less than those that specialists can attract in their area (e.g. seafarers, maritime lawyers, marine resource managers, naval architects).  In a global context, Australian academics are paid less than academics in US training institutions.

In northern Tasmania, lifestyle is one reason why people come to AMC. However, this is a two-edged sword as the remoteness from major research and education centres and the smallness of AMC means that it is hard for some academics to maintain effective interchange and dialogue with other specialists in their area. 

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

(i) In communities and regions

As a specialist regional institution in northern Tasmania, the AMC makes a significant and substantial economic contribution to the region.  In particular, with many international students, the AMC effectively exports its training, education and research services with concomitant economic benefit to Tasmania and Australia.  AMC operates two campuses in Northern Tasmania employing about 170 staff. A conservative estimate of the annual economic impact of AMC on Tasmania is $40 million, including the multiplier effect. The AMC seeks to reinforce this economic contribution by consolidating its specialist role in maritime education, training and research.  Vital to this is the maintenance and development of specialist infrastructure servicing the needs of the maritime sector nationally and internationally.  This is all the more important as global training markets become more accessible and AMC competes directly with similar institutions in other countries. In recognition of AMC’s ongoing contribution to the Tasmanian economy and the State’s reputation as a centre of maritime excellence, the State Government has, in recent months, assisted in funding the construction of the Model Test Basin, a new research and teaching facility at AMC 

AMC attracts a low proportion of local undergraduates and most of its graduates find work remote from Tasmania.  There is therefore a mismatch between the growth of the region (in maritime industries) and the growth of the education market for maritime in general.

(ii) As an export industry

See comments relating to (f) (i) above

(iii) Through research and development, both via the immediate economic contribution of universities and through sustaining national research capacity in the longer term

The AMC has a specialist role to play in facilitating and coordinating maritime research through related discipline areas including: naval architecture, marine engineering (particularly offshore structures), fish gear technology, and marine resource management.  To remain globally competitive, we seek to reinforce and maintain currency in those specialist research disciplines referred to above by appropriate investment in infrastructure and qualified research staff. 

AMC has the only suite of hydrodynamic testing facilities in Australia, including towing tank, model test basin, cavitation tunnel, flume tank, fatigue testing rig and simulation facilities. Although reasonably well used for teaching, consulting and research, there is an opportunity for the Australian government to leverage these facilities for the economic good of the country. Rather than exporting hydrodynamic testing activity to overseas countries (eg research on Collins Class submarines), it is our contention that additional expertise in hydrodynamic testing should be developed based on AMC's critical mass of expertise and using AMC’s facilities. Some enhancement of facilities may be required but developing a strong research capability in hydrodynamic testing and modelling must be beneficial to the country. 

(g) The regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including:

(i) Accreditation regimes and quality assurance

The AMC is pursuing a benchmarking strategy aligned to the higher education sector to facilitate a robust quality assurance system transparent to our stakeholders. As maritime is a global endeavour, benchmarking with like institutions overseas will be part of the exercise.

(ii) External mechanisms to undertake ongoing review of the capacity of the sector to meet Australia’s education, training, research, social and economic needs, and

No additional comment

(iii) University governance reporting requirements, structures and practices

AMC endeavours to apply a best-practice governance approach. The disciplines associated with governance reporting requirements assist in the management of the organisation. 

(h) The nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters, particularly having regard to the abolition of the National Board of Employment, Education and Training

AMC has no additional comment on this Term of Reference.
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