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Committee Secretary,

Senate Employment Workplace Relations Small Business And Education Reference Committee

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

SENATE EMPLOYMENT WORKPLACE RELATIONS SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION REFERENCE COMMITTEE

PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES INQUIRY

Introduction

Serve-Ag Pty Ltd has been invited to make a submission to the above inquiry.  The terms of reference are very broad, and no attempt will be made to cover all the issues.  Indeed the issues are so broad that it is considered that a more appropriate approach would be for the Parliament to direct an expert in education policy examine the issue, and then to distribute the report for comment.  

Serve-Ag, like many other small to medium enterprises are being asked to contribute more to government inquiries and investigations. The issues canvassed are such that almost invariably it is executive time utilised in examining these policy issues to the detriment of core business activity.

Notwithstanding this, a close relationship between government, business and higher education is seen to be vital in the development of education policy.  It is just as vital to develop a national strategic plan to balance the supply of graduates with the demand, both in terms of numbers of graduates and fields of study.

Serve-Ag, The Company.  

For nearly 25 years, Serve-Ag has been a partner in the rural industry's drive for international competitiveness and economic prosperity.  The company philosophy is one of service, and promotes a culture based on scientific and business excellence and integrity.  

From small beginnings, Serve-Ag set out to make its clients more successful on a long term, sustainable basis, knowing that it would grow and prosper with them.  By and large it has succeeded in its quest. 

In field and laboratory research, water resource management, plant analysis and using GIS/GPS mapping technology, Serve-Ag is helping agribusiness meet demands for greater efficiency and improved product quality.

Serve-Ag covers the whole spectrum of agricultural production.  While most of the company’s business is involved in research and “conventional” agriculture, both organic and GM technologies are now receiving greater attention, and will no doubt become an integral part of the company operations.

The Company’s head office is in Devonport, and has branches throughout Tasmania, two in Victoria and two in Queensland and one in WA. Within Australia and internationally, the company has built a unique team of people with the specialist expertise and up-to-date agronomic technology.  At the moment the Company has in the order of 100 employees.

The nature of our company is such that approximately half of our staff members have tertiary or technical qualifications, with most in the agricultural science discipline, with the remainder with business or professional qualifications. This percentage of tertiary trained staff has prevailed at all times in the history of the company.

Most staff members are drawn from Tasmania, however the company’s expansion into mainland states and the enhancement of the company’s reputation in the Australian agricultural sector has widened the recruitment base.

Adequacy of Tasmanian Institutions to Provide Graduates

Tasmania must be considered to be part of regional Australia in assessing the adequacy of resources allocated to education.  Tasmania does not have the luxury of a large population, nor does it generate the wealth required to support privately funded education.  Surveys consistently show Tasmania to be at a disadvantage compared to other States.

Our company’s experience is that it is difficult to attract graduates in the Agricultural Science discipline.  Our leading position in the industry helps us in recruitment, but it is not easy to find graduates well suited to our needs.  It would appear that other rural companies face the same problem.  

While we have no hard evidence to support the assertion, we feel that increasing the real or perceived cost of tertiary education would exacerbate the shortage of qualified people.  Our observations come from our close association with the Faculty of Agricultural Science at the University of Tasmania, and with the Tasmanian Institute of Agricultural Research (TIAR).  

In our view, to be smart in science, technology and services, access to higher education must be equitable.  The rural sector has been at a considerable disadvantage in recent years, with margins squeezed, incomes dropping and costs increasing.   

Higher Education and the Private Sector.

The University and agriculture in Tasmania has enjoyed a close association, with industry making contributions in kind and in some instances funding.  

Many informal links exist, for example, Serve-Ag Pty Ltd assists the agricultural science faculty by providing summer positions to undergraduates and participates in projects of mutual benefit to the company, the faculty and undergraduates.  More formal links exist with bodies such as the Tasmanian Institute for Agricultural Research, relevant Cooperative Research Centres and the State Government. These formal links assist the University to meet its objective of training agricultural scientists, and gives industry an opportunity to present its point of view in informing the university what skills and knowledge are required by graduates seeking employment post graduation.

Higher Education Strategy

A fundamental feature of any tertiary education strategy is that access to tertiary education must be fair and equitable.  The strategy must also satisfy the national need for appropriately trained and qualified people to meet the needs of government and industry, as well as providing for the aspirations of talented youth.

All the relationships Serve-Ag enjoys are ones that have been forged locally on a more or less ad hoc basis.  Little or no formal regard seems to be given to whether the faculty is producing the right number or right type of graduates.  It would seem that a coordinated national training strategy might go some way to ensuring Universities are able to provide the right number and mix of professionally trained people to satisfy national requirements.  

While industry input is welcomed in determining such strategies, the consultation/advice process must not impose an undue burden on industry. The role of coordinating such a national strategy is seen as a core function for the Government.  Any manpower or training planning body must be adequately resourced to do its job. Anything less would impose a heavier “free consultancy to government” burden on industry that would be counterproductive and probably would be resented as an undue impost in some quarters.

Regulation of Higher Education
There are accreditation schemes in place now and they are effective.  For example professional bodies such as the Institution of Engineers Australia or The Law Council of Australia and professional Registration/Admission Bodies exercise a high degree of control over the quality of courses and graduates.  Another scheme over and above these bodies and agencies is unnecessary and costly, and should be avoided, unless there is clear evidence that professional regulation has failed. To date that would not appear to be the case.

An essential feature in the allocation of public funding to tertiary education is increased accountability.  Accountability is not just the efficient allocation and use of funds, it must also have other measurable outcomes, in terms of quality, quantity and appropriate balance of graduates, enabling benchmarking with other similar institutions.

Conclusion
Serve-Ag is not in a position to comment on most of the terms of reference contained in the Public Universities Inquiry.

While it is always arguable that more funding should be allocated, it is critical that access to tertiary education is fair and equitable. Anything that takes a University education out of the reach of those who have intellectual ability but not the ability to pay should be resisted.  In order to ensure the best allocation of resources, the tertiary education sector must be made more accountable, not just in terms of financial management, but also in terms of graduate numbers, quality and range of disciplines. 

Industry participation in development of higher education policy is welcomed, but it must be realised by Government that business is limited in the assistance or advice that it can give without being detrimental to its core activities.  

We feel that in Tasmania industry has a good relationship with research institutions associated with the University, and would not like to see that productive relationship threatened or restricted by funding limitations.

The existing regulation of the professions and the avenues of entering those professions, is an effective in terms of maintaining standards and cost of administration, method of quality control of the higher education system.   A national training strategy is seen as highly desirable. This is regarded as a core coordination role for the government.
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