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27 April 2001

The Secretary

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

Suite S1.61, Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Dear Sir

I am writing in regard to your Committee’s Inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.  I apologise for the delay in responding.

The National Farmers’ Federation (NFF), as the peak body representing the interests of Australia’s agricultural producers, welcomes the opportunity to provide input on this matter.

Specifically, in regard to the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference, Section (d) – the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, NFF wishes to note the following:

1. It is unquestionably the case that education and skill development is vital to the future of the agribusiness sector, indeed, to rural Australia as a whole.  Despite this imperative, rural students face many disadvantages.  One of the persistent inequities in Australian higher education is the relatively lower participation rate of people from rural or isolated backgrounds.  On a per capita basis, for every ten urban people who attend university, approximately six rural/isolated Australians do so.  The present rural-urban imbalance in relation to participation rates is unacceptable.
2. According to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Primary Industries and Regional Services, in an Inquiry into Infrastructure and the Development of Australia’s Regional Areas (2000), access to lifelong education and training opportunities is second only to access to information and communication technologies in shaping the future of regional Australia.

3. This lack of access and participation in education is reflected in the education levels of the rural workforce.  Rural areas and towns have a high proportion of people with no post-secondary qualifications.  According to the Productivity Commission, in a report titled Impact of Competition Policy Reforms on Rural and Remote Australia (1999), more than 50 per cent of farmers, who make up 12 per cent of the rural workforce, have not completed more than four years of secondary education and less than a third have completed secondary education.

4. Education and training levels are a major contributing factor in the attitudes of Australian farmers towards innovation, change and improved practice.  Kilpatrick (1996) and Quinn (1999) showed that those farmers with higher levels of education and training, and specifically those with tertiary agricultural education, earned statistically significantly greater incomes.  Furthermore, Kilpatrick (1996) found that a low level of education in the farm business management team inhibits participation in formal and non-formal training.
5. The cause of educational disadvantage and low participation rates of rural students in higher education is a highly complex issue.  Cost and access issues, mainly relating to geographical isolation and distance, are two of the main reasons explaining the under-representation of rural and remote students in educational institutions – they are not the only factors.

6. Certainly, costs of higher education, including fees and living expenses associated with leaving home, are serious inhibitors or barriers for rural school students.  Many rural students and their families face an extremely difficult decision in assessing the costs versus the benefits of higher education.  In this regard, NFF’s current policy stipulates the following:

· That primary producers' farm assets be exempt from the assets test (or receive a 100 per cent discount); and

· That NFF support a Tertiary Access Allowance of $4,049 p.a. (equivalent to AIC Basic Boarding allowance) for students over the age of 16, based solely on geographical qualifications (free of means and assets tests).
7. However, the Centre for the Study of Higher Education (1999), in a study titled Rural and Isolated School Students and their Higher Education Choices, advocates that it is an over-simplification to assume that imbalances in the higher education of rural and isolated people are due only to distance from a university and the costs association with relocation.  The study postulates that educational advantage and disadvantage are the result of a three-way intersection of family socioeconomic background, the characteristics of the community context in which people live and the physical distance from a campus.
8. Overall, the study found that the educational disadvantage of rural students is the result of twin effects; they are more likely than urban students to perceive ‘discouraging’ inhibitors and barriers, such as the cost of living away from home or losing touch with friends, while at the same time they are likely to experience lower levels of ‘encouraging factors’, such as parental encouragement of the belief that a university course will offer them an interesting and rewarding career.  The present participation imbalance cannot be traced to a single barrier or series of barriers at or near the point of higher education entry, but is the cumulative effect of a social and economic environment that makes higher education seem less attractive, less relevant and less attainable.

9. NFF is working with various agencies/stakeholders to further explore means to break down the participation imbalance mentioned above.  Further, the efforts of the Rural Training Council of Australia and Rural Skills Australia, two affiliated organisations of NFF, are directed entirely toward the imperative of raising the education and skill base of rural Australia.

NFF would welcome the opportunity to provide evidence to this Inquiry in a public hearing.  Please do not hesitate to contact me in regard to any of the points raised above.

Yours sincerely

BEN FARGHER

Director, Rural Policy
