


Students’ Association of the University of Adelaide

(SAUA)

Response to

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

Inquiry into ‘the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs’.

Presented by Tom Radzevicius, President

Students’ Association of the University of Adelaide.

Prepared by Phil Harrison,

Project/Research Officer SAUA.

Introduction

The Students’ Association of the University of Adelaide (SAUA) is the peak representative body for all students enrolled at the University of Adelaide. As such it represents all of the 13 000 students enrolled across the University’s four campuses.

The SAUA welcomes the opportunity to comment on the issues in relation to the terms of reference outlined in the Senate Inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs. The University of Adelaide Students’ Association is an affiliate member of the National Union of Students’ (NUS) and has contributed to the formulation of that organisations’ substantial submission. The SAUA recommends and unequivocally supports the content and thrust of the National Union of Students’ submission.

The SAUA, however, recognises the need for organisations such as the Students’ Association, to proffer their own comments on important areas of social, economic and public policy like education.

The SAUA is acutely aware of the perplexities confronting stakeholders in the public university system, from the 1st year undergraduate through to the Vice-Chancellor. It is no secret that Universities across Australia are experiencing problems, and some crises, in their capacity to meet the country’s higher education needs.

The broad and capture all nature of the terms of reference allows for expansive contributions to be made on just about any area of the public university system. It is the understanding of the SAUA that some organisations will pursue this approach of outlining responses framed around all or several of the terms of reference. This has the capacity to pale some pertinent points made in respect of the inquiry and for this reason the SAUA has decided to concentrate our submission on one specific aspect of the inquiry as outlined in the terms of reference. The submission will oscillate between general statements pertaining to practices, incidents and customs of universities in the Australian system and specific elements of the Adelaide University linked to the term outlined below;

Term of Reference pertinent to this submission.

Section g - the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including:

iii. university governance reporting requirements, structures and practices.

Institutional Autonomy and Governments

The role of Universities in Australia in contemporary terms is defined in the sense of serving the people who benefit from it the most, governance, researchers and academic elites. In contrast, it is ill-defined in the sense of serving the people who pay for it the most, taxpayers and students.

The SAUA values the autonomy and academic freedoms allowed to the university system and has often during its existence taken a utilitarian approach to issues that threaten to interfere with institutional autonomy like Voluntary Student Unionism. However, the university system is now using the veil of institutional autonomy to engage in ventures and practices that could be described as questionable and devoid of scrutiny. A classic example of this is the Melbourne IT imbroglio that occurred at Melbourne University. The shift in policy and governance models, underpinned by corporative, deregulatory and commercial principles, have contributed to the emergence an opaque culture of decision-making, reporting and practices.

Australian Universities are unique in their relationship with the respective governments of the country. Governments at both the State and Federal level have played a major role in the establishment, support and development of universities in both a financial and legislative domains. This commitment to universities has been substantial in many ways, but takes its greatest form in a contemporary sense is the amount of public funding attributed to universities via the public purse.

The Federal Government funds the majority of costs associated with running of universities through operating grants. In terms of being the intermediary for the citizenry and its desire to service and develop an educated society, the government has a broader role to play in the aspects of delivering higher education. These include policy and program initiatives that support and underpin access and equity principles and practices of institutions. Income support, scholarships, special grants and legislation are just a few. However, there previously existed other means by which the Public University System engaged with governments to attain the objective of a positive working relationship in a manner that was altruistic and beneficial to the educational ideal. Forums with a long term approach to the challenges that face the Public University System, such as Higher Education Round Table (HERT) a Non-Government Advisory Forum consisting of students, academics and university governance which prepared independent papers on the state of play within the sector. 

Prior to this, the Commonwealth Tertiary Education Commission (CTEC) played a key role in providing analysis of the sector, which was subsequently dismantled by past Education Minister, John Dawkins. It also played a critical role in providing advice independent of the Ministry. More recently, the abolition of the National Board of Employment, Education and Training (NBEET), which was allegedly a casualty of a Minister that did not like the independent advice he was receiving. These entities provided a buffer zone between the Minister and the sector, and had an integral role to play in the whole gamut that is the Public University System. 

Public Funding and Accountability

As mentioned in many parts of this paper, the issue of public monies and what the public gets for its dollar in terms of higher education and the activities of universities is a key aspect of the continuing public support for our seats of higher learning. In the same vein as ‘mutual obligation’ the public and stakeholders in our university system require some level of reciprocity. For the amount of public money that goes into higher education, with acknowledgment that it is decreasing, there should be minimum levels of accountability and reporting standards. 

At the University of Adelaide this is certainly not the case. The situation is that a publicly funded institution, such as Adelaide is not subject to the freedom of information laws that apply to other government and government funded entities. This is just one example where the University avoids scrutiny of its decisions and activities. The University also has other means of denying transparency in its dealings. Secret committee structures have become the norm and extraction of any detail on matters that for some reason are determined as sensitive or commercially confidential is impossible.

Universities are no longer the enclaves of old or the privy of the elites. They are publicly built, owned and funded infrastructure with a mission of providing further study opportunities and research pursuits for any member of the society who chooses to do so. However, somewhere along the line the rhetoric is assumed by the philosophical and politic needs of the government and the commercial and corporate interests of the Universities. Inadequate policy initiatives, funding cuts, neglect and abrogation by the government have allowed the Universities to become citadels again and circumvent their fiduciary duty to fee-paying students and the general tax-paying public.

Commercialisation and Regulatory requirements

Taxpayers’ money is being used by Universities and Cooperative Research Centres (CRC’s) and their ‘spin off’ companies to develop intellectual property that is either sold off to overseas interests or floated on the stock exchange. Public Universities must surely by definition be accountable to the sources of their funding. This means the public who foots the majority of the bill has the right to know what exploits the money is being subjected to. The balance between what is academically appropriate and what is commercially exploitable, needs to be dictated by governments through regulation of the sector. 

Already we are witnessing the outcomes of government neglect in the sense of the Universities sourcing their funds from the business and private sector. These sorts of incursions from the private sector are rarely philanthropic in purpose or intention. By virtue of the fact that the private sector is driven on one motive, profit, there should be concern at the permeation of business/industry partners and their principles into the internal University environment. Adelaide University can cite a classic example of a corporation and its involvement in obtaining benefit to further its objectives. 

The creation of the SANTOS School of Petroleum Engineering at the same time as the Chairman of SANTOS was a University Council member has more to it than meets the eye. Reports from within the senior ranks of University administration at Adelaide were furious at the amount of money that was being redirected from other faculties and disciplines to support this venture that basically will train petroleum engineers to work with SANTOS. This sort of industry/business influence is abhorrent, moreover given the belief that other students will suffer educationally as a result of funds that were destined to a certain area being redirected to a pet project of fossil fuel baron.

What returns do the taxpaying public of Australia get in this ‘institutional laundering’ of their money? Absolutely nothing! If Universities and their activities were regulated and profits from taxpayer subsidised company sorties were pooled and returned back to education and reinvested, Australian Universities would not be experiencing the extent of crisis that they are in terms of funding. Why can’t the intellectual property and intellectual capital that is generated by our Public Universities be returned.  It could be used for furthering institutional objectives of teaching and learning, or better still, pooled in a national venture capital fund with a board of trustees and used to support intellectual pursuits and cross-subsidise other less prestigious Universities in their teaching and research ideals.

 If these policy proposals were pursued, the current approach to education would not be an issue of lowest common-denominator. It would result in driving up the levels of quality and activity in all Australian Public Universities not just paralysing the ones that will be able to sustain themselves in the vagaries of a deregulated education system. Education is not a commodity and it should not be a race to the bottom. Instead, the funds in question are hived off, or in the case of Melbourne IT, a national disgrace and a blight on the National Unified System of Tertiary Education, floated on the stock exchange and special share deals allocated to the few senior university people who are in the know.

Due to government decline, higher education requires not only funding increases, but a concerted effort to implement policy that is unambiguous and consistent in its meaning that public infrastructure is for the benefit of the public interests and moreover its people. The policy environment from a government perspective is arid. It has lead to coalitions such as the Go8 Universities preparing and promulgating their own mercenary views on how the Public University system should be run and then some for themselves. 

The Go8 Universities paper released last year ‘Imperatives and Principles for Policy Reform in Australian Higher Education’ called for many things that may or may not be the necessary antidote for the sector. One element of the paper needs further analysis in assessing the real intention behind the call and the reasoning for why it should not be entertained at any cost. Deregulation factors contained in the paper calling for the lifting of constraints on fees, a demand driven system and no government intervention in internal university management, should be rejected outright. In contrast and particularly, the issue of greater regulation in terms of university management requires closer consideration.

Letting Universities run their operations in an unfettered manner would lead to the decline of higher education at an even faster rate than it is currently plummeting. This is difficult to substantiate due to the system already being in crisis and this acknowledged universally by all stakeholders including the Federal Minister. In analogous terms it really would be like having a collective of vampires running a bloodbank. At least in a regulated government environment the universities are bound by some notion of perpetuity and pedagogy. It would be mind blowing to witness the bufoonery of 39 Vice-Chancellors’ driving their institutional charges in different ways and having complete deregulation of an environment not used to competition or having to deal with the sheltered existences that have been the norm for these public institutions. 

The end result of any competition is that there are winners and losers. In terms of Australia’s Public University system it would be a grave loss to the education ideal that is held in high regard by the people that ultimately pay for it. Survey after survey in Australia demonstrates that the public of Australia values education and believe it should be accessible to all and don’t mind paying taxes so possibly their children might one day be able to gain a tertiary education. If they only knew the whole story, their views would be somewhat different. This is why this exercise needs to re-focus the debate on the public university system back to the major stakeholders, the students and the taxpaying Australian.

Governance and the contemporary University

The failure of university governing bodies to fully analyse and assess activities conducted in the name of the institution is becoming more prevalent. University Councils are urged to take a ‘hands off approach’ when dealing with matters central to the institution they are charged with the responsibility of governing. This can even go as far as not raising some issues at University Council level and dealing with them purely on an internal and clandestine basis. There are other practices, or better described as non-practices, that are employed to keep the lid on matters that University hierarchies consider sensitive or confidential. This most often occurs when considering the University budget and the practice of confidence and ‘in-camera’ is applied. Trying to get any information on the budgetary process of this publicly funded institution (Adelaide University) is impossible because it is now considered confidential and is dealt with as such by the governing body. They are normally sensitive or confidential for the simple reason that they are more often than not embarrassing or a cover up of incompetent or indulgent actions at the expense of the taxpayer. 

This sort of approach to governance is the domain of elected political parties in government or businesses and corporations engaging in dubious activities not publicly funded institutions. It is a disgrace that these activities are condoned by those who are trusted with the governance of Universities. An example is the issue of Vice-Chancellor’s salaries. Why should Vice-Chancellor’s get paid more for managing microcosm like a university than the Prime Minister gets for managing a country. The pay packet’s of Vice-Chancellors should be open to the public just like politicians because we the taxpayer pay for it! It could be said that ‘Remuneration for University Senior Management’ sections found in State based Auditor-General’s reports represent a public presentation of what monies are spent on executive salaries and other vague financial representations of what is University business. 

However, these are more often than not misleading and wrong. In the case of the Vice-Chancellor at the University of Adelaide, we have it on sound advice that her remunerations is in the 420-480k bracket. However, her remuneration is reported to the public as the top remuneration band and that is 250-259k. Any understatement by the University and this is where the finger must be pointed, amounts to nothing more than deception. One wonders what other untruths are also linked to legal, industrial, financial and operational obligations, of what is supposed to be a public university.

In June 2000, the University of Adelaide announced its new appointment for the position of Chancellor. The decision was made without any student participation, as had been the case for previous appointments. 

The new Chancellor was quick to get the majority (students and staff) of the University community offside. Through use of the University of Adelaide Act 1971 and its Section 10: Delegation [The Council may delegate any of its powers under this Act (except the power of delegation) to any officer or employee of the University.] The Chancellor is, by virtue of this, empowered to act as if he has all the powers of the University Council. The University Council thought it was delegating its powers to the Chancellor’s Committee, a body made up of conveners of University Council sub-committees, however as the Act states, powers can only be delegated to an individual and not a group.

The establishment of the Chancellors Committee was only achieved with the weight of external numbers on the University Council. The external members of University Council are appointed by a sub-committee of the council that comprises themselves re-appointing themselves. To highlight the cronyism that occurs in relation to the University Council and appointments, the following must be considered. The University Council comprises of 3 student members, 2 undergraduate and 1 postgraduate. Of the two undergraduate members on Council, one is a full time student and immediate past President of the Students’ Association and the other is in the full time employ of the University in a management position and part time student. The point here is that the management employee/student rep on the Council was hand chosen by the Chancellor to be the Convener of the Student Affairs Committee, a sub committee of University Council. Convenership of this committee also means that the manager/student is a member of the Chancellor’s committee. The only thing we cannot be sure of is the persons’ oscillation between divided loyalties and conflict of interest.

Conclusion

These sort of conflicts of interest and secret deals with public property are a sickness and they need to stop forthwith and if this Senate Inquiry achieves anything it will be to ensure through intervention in the management of Universities that their actions and dealings are transparent and accountable.

The SAUA expects recommendations that bring the days of secret dealings with public funds to an end, or at the very least imposes conditions on their dealings that requires transparency and accountability. Institutions need to concentrate on ethical leadership and communitarian principles in their interactions with the immediate university community and the general public who fund the opulent and indulgent activities of the elites and academics that are partly responsible for the crisis that the Public University system finds itself in.
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