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(a) Adequacy of funding

I am not one of those academics who believes that the shift in total funding of universities towards student contribution, fees and corporate and other sponsored research has been all bad.  Indeed, it has played a significant role in focusing teaching and research on areas of relevance and interest, connecting the academic communities to the wider world.  It can continue to play that positive role.

Nevertheless, the levels of public funding support for public universities in Australia have been declining and have in my view now reached a minimum 

acceptable level if the public universities are to continue to serve the broader public interest, and to remain public sources of expertise, knowledge and educational opportunity.

i. The current funding arrangements do not allow universities to serve increasing demand.

I would particularly draw the Inquiry's attention to the difficulty of meeting increasing demand for information-technology based education with current funding arrangements.  A key problem here is salary levels.  But it is also of significant concern that the teaching loads and general conditions of work are making university-based careers very unattractive for bright young graduates and postgraduates, and also for existing staff, particularly junior staff.

ii. Institutional autonomy and flexibility have not, in my view, been dangerously compromised at this stage. But the danger may be fast approaching. Certainly, universities are now less able to be disengaged from external drivers of research and teaching. As mentioned, that is not all bad.  But it would not be good if universities lost the ability to set their own research and teaching agendas altogether.

iii. The quality of teaching and research is becoming very difficult to sustain against international benchmarks and competitors.  Sustaining it is currently relying too heavily on the personal commitment of staff which is not sustainable. Higher education systems in South East Asia, in countries like Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand are rapidly developing and Australia is now seriously in danger of falling behind.

(b) Effect of private funding and market behaviour…

i. The relevance of education and research gas in many respects been improved by the shift to private funding. The quality and diversity has not always been as well served. Areas of public interest scholarship such as the humanities, ecological science as well as some basic science which do not find easy private sources of funding are being hard hit.  Those areas that are able to attract private funding such as technology are finding it increasingly difficult to attract staff and research students.

ii. The ability to meet industry demand for technology graduates is becoming difficult because of supply side problems; it is difficulty to get people of appropriate quality to become academics in these areas.

iii. Campus infrastructures is beginning to fall behind international standards.

iv. Australia has limited resources with which to pursue long-term capacity in basic and applied research across a broad range of disciplines.  National priority setting is therefore important, although it certainly cuts across traditional scientific and academic cultures which tend to the view that priorities should not be set because you never know what research directions may be successful.

v. University commercialization ventures which loose money drain funds which might otherwise be used for teaching and research.  Where they broker private sources of funding to researchers, or act as mediators of consulting expertise, there is little danger. When they become involved in investing in “research” or in “development” using their own money from basic research done within the public university, there is considerable cause for concern. It usually takes much more money and much more time, and a much more diverse range of expertise than these commercial arms have, to produce any income from the commercialization of basic research.  Exceptions to this should not blind us to the reality that commercializing basic research is risky and expensive.

(c) Public liability consequences of private, commercial activities
It is of concern where public resources may be expended in commercial arms, where the liabilities fall heavily on the public institution and the benefits accrue largely to a private interest.  

(d) Equality of opportunity…
i. Access to disadvantaged groups continues to be a problem. It is certainly not helped by the shift to private funding sources such as fees.

ii. Differential HECS is influencing subject choice within degree courses in universities. Basic science is perhaps hard hit, because careers in basic science have been hard it by constraints on public funding of research institutions including universities. Graduates of basic science face employment prospects that are not materially different from Arts graduates, but will have incurred higher HECS debt loads.

iii. Students are increasingly aware of the costs associated with their study, including HECS, course extras like textbooks, reading bricks etc, as well as income forgone. Students seem unable to exercise genuine choice in their study options because of the costs of transport, travel time, living away from home etc.

iv. No comment.

(e) Attraction and retention of staff
Ten years ago, with the Australian dollar in at the US$0.70 level, and the them prevailing academic salaries, it was possible to attract quality staff from overseas, even staff who were not Australian.  It is now virtually impossible, especially in engineering and information technology.  It is becoming increasingly difficult to attract ex-patriot Australians back to Australia.  The research opportunities have always been more limited in Australia than in Europe or North America. To that is now added totally inadequate salary levels, made miserable by the US$0.50 conversion.

(f) Capacity of universities to contribute to economic growth

In general, the capacity is considerable, and has been better mobilized through the shift to private funding sources than was once the case. But that positive aspect needs to be considered against the increasingly desperate need to raise funds, and the decline in public funding undermining the capacity of universities to bring anything substantial to the table. That is, university staff are increasingly short of the time and resources to reflect on problems, issues and to research them in new and interesting ways which might offer something of real value. It is increasingly difficult to attract and retain the high quality staff needed to be innovative and creative.

i. Often, small, regional or other communities whose development universities might contribute to are unable to pay. Increasingly therefore, universities are unable to contribute to those kinds of communities or organizations.

ii. Commercialization of basic science is risky and expensive.  The notion of creating new export industries out of spin-off companies from universities needs to be considered with more than a little skepticism, although it will in some cases happen.  Helping to develop and sustain leading edge practice in industries in which we already have substantial exports is a better bet.

iii. Sustaining national capacity in the longer term is vital. For example, Australia has a substantial percentage of the world’s land mass and coastal marine resources. Its flora and fauna are unique. Natural resources, agriculture and tourism are major export industries.  Ecosystem science and management in the broadest sense of the term is an obvious area in which Australia should ensure it has national capacity at the agenda-setting leading edge of international research and educational best practice . Another obvious area is in information management and knowledge management, broadly conceived.  Australia should be at the leading edge of harnessing the world’s knowledge and information for its benefit, as we will only be the creators of a small part of it.  Australian must be among the world’s best in using information technology in government organizations, corporations public and private, and for the benefit and convenience of individual citizens.  There are other areas in which Australia should have more of a “rapid adopter” or “early follower” role, ensuring that our knowledge base is sufficient to access, understand and use the leading edge international research, but in which we would not be at the agenda-setting leading edge. Much of basic physical science must be considered in this category.

Despite the above importance placed on research, the most important output of universities by far is their graduates. We absolutely must retain the capacity to produce knowledgable, creative, innovative and responsible Australian graduates if our nation is to prosper in the long term.  Current trends lead me to believe we are approaching a danger zone in respect of this capacity. It is not hard to imagine that, if current trends continue, wealth Australians will, by preference, send their children overseas for their university education.

(f) the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment

i. That the institutional accreditation regimes are inadequate is amply demonstrated by the Greenwitch university debacle.  My experience in professional accreditation of engineering courses is that the Institution of Engineers Australia is finding it increasingly difficult to find the resources to carry out its role in accrediting professional engineering degree courses, and is finding it hard to participate credibly in its international partnership arrangements for mutual recognition such as the Washington accord. There would appear to be a need for some kind of quality agency, or some kind of funding mechanism to support this responsibility.

ii. There should be a regular process of review in relation to the capacity and quality of Australia’s higher education sector. Perhaps an “audit” every decade or so.

iii. University governance is becoming more problematic because of the blurring of values and objectives of two very different models of a university.  On the one hand, there is the public university whose knowledge is freely available and which is accountable to citizens through an Act of state or commonwealth parliament, and which receives the bulk of its funding from taxpayers.  On the other hand, there the corporate intellectual property company notion of the university, which sells its knowledge and expertise to paying clients. The nature of University Councils or Senates, the skills and responsibilities they undertake, are being challenged, stretched perhaps, by the tensions they now have to manage and balance.

(g) the nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters.

There should be an advisory body to government that is at arms length from DETYA and from the AV-CC.
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