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Campus View – 30 May
We are still modeling the likely effects of the higher education reforms proposed in the Budget paper: Our Universities. Backing Australia’s Future. The four priorities underpinning the budget are sustainability, quality, equity, diversity.
We can endorse all of these. And the budget certainly provides funding for quality and equity initiatives. 

But we worry about the effects of some of the measures on sustainability; and we worry about the kind of diversity which might be the outcome of years of unequal income to universities.

Let me explain: The government wanted to move away from a formula driven funding model which applied to all universities – students studying commerce, for example, attracted the same government funding, including a HECS contribution, whether in Sydney, Armidale or Perth. The number of students each university could enroll was controlled, and if a university over-enrolled, only marginal funding was available.
The proposed partial de-regulation changes this. The government will still negotiate, year by year, with each university, the number of Commonwealth subsidized places in ten different fields of study. There are 10 different bands: the lowest band is Law where from 2005 on the Commonwealth Course Contribution will be just over $1,000 or $1,509 if a university qualifies for the 2.5 % increase (contingent on fulfilling criteria related to workplace reform and reform of governing councils). 
Universities are then free to charge HECS to students, and these charges can vary from zero dollars (!) to about 30% more than would be the ‘normal’ HECS; for Law this would be $8,355. Law students clearly have to bear a very high proportion of their course costs.
In contrast, teaching and nursing have been declared national priority areas. The Commonwealth proposes to increase its contributions to $7,278 for education, and $9,733 for nursing students (both figures include the proposed 2.5% increase). HECS has been capped, so that these students will only need to pay up to $3,854 in HECS charges per year.
Universities will get the students’ contributions in addition to the Commonwealth grants. 

So how does this affect sustainability?
We have a dilemma, not only of the government’s making. In the case of UNE our course profile has changed over the past twelve years, with Arts and Law enrolments in particular vastly expanded. But both of these fields of study will attract very low Commonwealth grants. Sciences and Agriculture, on the other hand, have had enrolment problems in the past; they attracted and will attract high government funding. Yet we were funded, are still being funded, as if we still had the course profile of many yeas ago. 
So we have to do very careful modeling to inform our decision making on our preferred future course profile, and the amount of HECS we will charge students. 

Instead of the Commonwealth determining the amount students had to pay in HECS, this determination has been transferred to the universities.
We strongly believe in access and equity. But if our modeling shows that the proposed Commonwealth grants will provide smaller grants than we had in the past, then we would need to increase the HECS. It is a matter of sustainability!
The second dilemma, or opportunity, is the partial deregulation of full fee paying places. Universities will be allowed to enroll up to 50% of a course load (equivalent to fulltime students in a particular course) on a fee paying basis. And these fees must be at least as high as the Commonwealth grant and the HECS charges for that course. UNE will only have few courses where we could expect large numbers of full fee paying students. Considering this, ‘diversity’ might mean in ten years time that some universities have become even richer, while others are struggling financially.
Both of these partial deregulation measures, the variable HECS, and the increase in full fee paying places were sought by metropolitan universities. In the metropolitan cities student demand is strong and income higher.
How all of this will affect UNE is still unclear. It is partly dependent on the actions of other universities, partly on the behaviour of students. Will they opt for cheaper courses or will they believe that more expensive courses mean higher quality?
We at UNE have demonstrated that we can deliver courses which get ‘five star’ ratings year after year.  We intend to continue with providing students with a quality learning experience and environment. 
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