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Business North submission to Senate Inquiry
into Tertiary Education

Business North is the Northern Tasmanian Regional Development Board Ltd. As the regional business support organisation, we have had a vital interest in the current changes to tertiary education directions and funding.

The Business North board consists of 14 members who represent local government, major business, small to medium sized business, local educational and industrial organisations and the community in general.

The Northern Tasmanian economy benefits significantly from the location of the Launceston campus of the University of Tasmania and the Australian Maritime College in the North of the State. The direct funding of these two organisations not only provides employment across a wide range of skills in the area, but also attracts students to the Launceston area who contribute a significant amount to the economy for the provision of accommodation food and entertainment.

At the end of 2000, the University of Tasmania closed the Applied Science school at the Launceston campus. The reasons given for this closure were the effect of diminishing funding for the University and the need for greater financial restraint on the provision of expensive courses such as the Applied Science.

Prior to the closure of the school of Applied Science, Business North surveyed businesses in the north of the State seeking their a level of concern regarding the closure.

The responses indicated strong concerns about the lack of alternative courses available to Tasmanian students to provide the essential skills base for scientifically oriented industries in the region. These industries included manufacturing, agricultural, forestry as well as small businesses in the IT and environmental sectors.

One of the major concerns was the difficulty in attracting graduates to rural and regional areas in Australia and in this case, northern Tasmania. Common concern was that once students left rural and regional areas to study in capital cities, that it was unlikely that they would return to the regional areas, thus depriving those areas of the intellectual capital, which is essential to the development of those regions.

The arguments by the university centred around the greater efficiency of centralisation within the largest population centres. Although we can understand the University's perspective, it is our shared concern that tertiary education has a fundamental effect on the future employment growth of regional areas and prompts us to write this submission.

Major industries such as Tasmanian Alkaloids and Comalco, Bell Bay, expressed the need for access to suitably qualified graduates with a stable employment outlook to derive the growth in their respective industries, particularly  in areas of research and development.

The Tasmanian Farmers and Graziers Association also expressed concern with regards to smaller rural related businesses who are finding it difficult to recruit suitably qualified science graduates to northern Tasmania.

Conclusion:

1. The siting of tertiary educational facilities in regional Australia is vital to the well-being of those regions in both the short and the long term.

2. Science graduates trained in regional areas are vital to the growth and sustainability of industry and research in regional areas.

3. The direct and in-direct income and employment associated with siting tertiary educational and research facilities in regional areas helps to reverse the downward population trend in these areas and can be fundamental to stabilising population in regional Australia.

4. Research facilities associated with tertiary institutions promotes a cooperation between a local business and the universities. In addition, this infrastructure assists in maintaining costs in regional areas to a similar level to those in capital cities, where greater competition reduces the cost for laboratory analysis and other services.

5. Finally, we would recommend that tertiary education be seen as not only a return for dollar spent but also an opportunity to gain greater benefits from infrastructure currently located in regional areas.

Yours sincerely

Russell Reid

CEO 

"Growing Tasmanian Business"
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