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1. Background.

In March, 1998, I was invited to join a panel of review into an application from the University of Melbourne which was seeking approval under section 10 of the Tertiary Education Act 1993 to operate Melbourne University Private as a private university in Victoria.  At that time I was Vice-Chancellor of the University of Auckland in New Zealand.  I chaired this panel and subsequently forwarded its report to the Victorian Minister of Education, with a recommendation that the application be approved, subject to certain conditions. This report was presented in July, 1998.

I am making this submission to the Committee under clause (b) of its terms of reference, “the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs…..”  I am doing so because I have grown increasingly concerned in recent months over media coverage concerning the establishment and subsequent development of Melbourne University Private.  While I cannot speak to the latter, I am most anxious that the role of the panel in question be clearly understood. I believe its proceedings were above reproach in every respect.  
2.  The Panel Recommendation.

The Panel came to its recommendation, inter alia, on the basis of what were, in my opinion, several clear understandings. These were as follows: 

· There would be contiguity of development leading to an enhanced knowledge precinct in central Melbourne. This was one of the great attractions of the project. I should add, however, that the details of using University Square in this respect were not considered to fall within the Panel’s brief. 
· Any further University of Melbourne investment would be from the University’s private funds and not from the Government grant.  This outlay would only be made if it were matched by outside investment. An additional sum of $200m was anticipated from external commercial interests.
· The new university would comprise four schools, together providing an academic breadth sufficient to meet the criteria for use of the term ‘university’.
In my personal view, these three understandings were quite clear and featured significantly in the Panel’s deliberations.  Had they not been present, I very much doubt whether a positive recommendation would have been made.

In addition to these understandings, there were three other matters of sufficient concern to the Panel that it included reference to them as conditions in its recommendation. These were as follows:

· That the Academic Board of the University of Melbourne would be crucially involved in the certification of programs, thereby providing a guarantee of quality.

· That Melbourne University Private should develop its own research profile.

· That Melbourne University Private should plan to have at least three percent of its student load in postgraduate research programs.

The extent to which these conditions have been met is not for me to say.  Significantly, however, the Panel recommended approval for five years, with an earlier report to be made on progress.  The Panel suggested this should be at the end of three years. In my view, failure to demonstrate satisfactory progress towards meeting these criteria would raise serious questions about continued use of the term ‘university’. 

3.  Private Sector Funding

Questions  have been raised about the proposed financing arrangements for MUP.  In this context two issues predominate: the use of public money and the source of private investment.

On the first of these, the Panel was assured that the further $15m that the University of Melbourne might provide would not involve funds emanating from the Government Grant (Report, p.7.).  This was apparently also one of the conditions laid down by the Council in its decision of 1st. September, 1997.  While it is indeed possible in retrospect to say that the Panel or someone else should have queried whether the University could have amassed ring-fenced monies that could nonetheless be used in such a manner, presumably unstipulated by earlier benefactors, this was not quite so obvious at the time. At one level, I think it was reasonable to assume that an issue such as this would have been addressed by a thorough and responsible Council before approving the proposal.  On a more personal plane, I was somewhat envious of the University of Melbourne’s apparently greater room for financial manoeuvre at a time when , in Auckland, we were still debating the naming of buildings after private benefactors!

The other question arising under this heading is that of the much talked of $200m to be raised from commercial interests and of its possible sourcing. On this score, both versions of the submission provided, at page 9, a list of eleven major members of a consortium which had already been put together to ‘test the feasibility and commercial viability of the School’ (Energy and Environment). This exercise, it was said, ‘ highlighted strong commercial and educational arguments for expanding the concept to embrace a multi-school private university…’.  Indeed, at page 13 of the submission it is stated that ‘(T)he University’s corporate partners in the original Consortium are now considering their position with respect to investment in and opportunities created by Melbourne University Private and its constituent Schools’.  Given the undertaking that the final $15m to be provided by the University of Melbourne was to be ‘contingent on matching investments from corporate partners in Australia or abroad’, the risk to the public institution seemed minimal. 

4.  Conclusion
I understand that the Victorian Minister has now announced her intention to establish a review of Melbourne University Private.  Presumably, this review will examine the current financial viability of the project, the extent to which understandings and conditions imposed by or implicit in the original Panel report have or have not been adhered to, and whether or not this project in other respects measures up to national and state criteria for designation as a university.  On the basis of this information, it will be possible to decide whether that term should continue to be deployed in connection with Melbourne University Private.                                                                                                  
