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Background

The Cradle Coast region is typical of rural and regional areas across Australia. 

Accepted challenges of physical isolation have been compounded over recent years by the departure of major industrial employers and continuing rationalisation of government and corporate services.

Employment has traditionally been based on farming, forestry, retail and trade skills and most families have no direct experience of higher education. University participation rates are amongst the lowest in the country.

Young people are leaving school early to seek employment, education and training opportunities in larger centres in Tasmania or interstate, and the majority do not return to work in the region. At the same time, there is a lack of local applicants for professional positions and employers are attracting qualified staff from outside the region on a contract basis.  

The resulting trends include rising unemployment (around 12%), a declining, ageing population and a growing itinerant professional workforce without established links in local communities.

Higher education in the Cradle Coast region is provided through the North-West Centre, a satellite campus of the University of Tasmania established in Burnie in 1995. The Centre is pursuing a range of innovative participation, undergraduate and research programs to build new attitudes to higher education, increase local enrolments and meet industry demands.

Regional campuses like the North-West Centre are as important to the economic and community development of their regions as they are to the business plans of their parent institutions.

The Authority submits that, in addition to policies for higher education, regional university campuses should be recognised as integral components of any future Federal Government strategy or policy platform for development in rural and regional Australia.

The following summarises key issues and policy directions to be presented to the Inquiry under selected terms of reference headings:

a)
the adequacy of current funding arrangements 

· There is a need to create additional federal funding allocations dedicated to regional needs for higher education and the role of universities in regional economic and community development

· Specific issues and areas of need are discussed under the following headings

b)
the effect of increasing reliance on private funding 

· Regional areas often lack the critical mass of commercial activity needed to generate significant private funding opportunities.

· On this basis, across-the-board policies based on assumptions of increased private funding for universities will create comparative disadvantages for universities in regional areas.

· Continual monitoring and budget provisions are required to ensure that public funding is available to address shortfalls in private contributions for facilities, research and student places.

d)
the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education 

· Increased participation in higher education is critical to transitional processes in the development of regional economies and communities

· Federal policies should ensure sustained and targeted funding for innovative participation programs developed and implemented at regional scale to address the particular circumstances of regional communities

· Funding for participation programs should provide for initiatives that address cultural and attitudinal factors as well as physical access, facilities and services

· All participation funding should be linked to provisions for additional student places to ensure that successful programs result in increased enrolments

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

University campuses in regional areas have the potential to contribute to economic growth through

· retention of young people who would otherwise move away from regions for further education and employment

· re-skilling of labour force from traditional skills and trade-based industries 

· research and professional services and qualified graduates to meet emerging industry needs

· replacement of ‘imported’ itinerant professionals with qualified local people with longer-term commitments to their region

· creation of a ‘critical mass’ of local people with university experience who can provide supportive communities for each other and future participants who wish to stay in the region

In a national context, 

· Regional universities should be assisted to develop capacities as leaders in the discovery and initial proving of new research-based development opportunities for further commercial and/or public investment

· This ‘prospecting’ role should be supported through grants allocations dedicated to research initiatives in regional areas that have potential to generate new industry and employment opportunities and attract private investment in further research

Economic growth will also depend on the ability to retain local graduates and encourage qualified people to live and work in regional areas.

· Employers (including universities) are often required to offer salary incentives to compete with employment options in larger centres with access to more facilities and services. This creates extra competitive disadvantage for employers already paying for higher costs of transport and services in isolated areas

· Federal policies should be developed to establish ‘HECS-free zones’ in regional areas that meet appropriate economic development criteria, including unemployment and population decline. ‘HECS-free zones’ would encourage retention and employment of qualified staff by writing-off HECS contributions for the duration of their employment in the zone, creating a competitive annual financial incentive for employment in regional areas.


