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Campus View – 6 June 2003
Comments on the budget and the proposed higher education reform could fill my columns for the next few weeks. The proposed reforms are a complex and integrated package and many of the underpinning rules and regulations are as yet undeveloped.
As a Vice-Chancellor I am still quite undecided on a number of the initiatives. But I understand the student perspective – the opposition to many of the initiatives, though, surely, we all applaud the new scholarship provisions for students from rural and regional background, from low socio-economic backgrounds, and for Indigenous students and indeed the provisions made for nursing and education students.
How universities are going to be funded, an issue which exercises me, is of no interest to the students. But the HECS burden imposed on students is, rightly so, of great concern to them. Some students will welcome the fee deregulation and the opportunity to gain a full fee paying place at a university and in a course of their choice. Other students will interpret this as ‘places for the rich’. But the total fee universities might charge does not have to be higher than the Commonwealth contribution plus HECS; it just cannot be lower.
And both HECS and full fee paying students will have access to loans. The threshold for HECS repayments will be raised to an income of $30,000 and will not attract interest in addition to the CPI movements. Full fee paying students will, however, also pay 3.5 % interest. No student will have to pay fees or HECS upfront. The government does not consider higher HECS or fees as a barrier to access.
This argument, that there should be no compulsory upfront fee for anything, is used to re-introduce VSU (Voluntary Student Unionism). At present, universities levy a General Service Fee (GSF) on students which is distributed to student organizations. At UNE it funds the UNE Student Association (UNESA), the UNE Postgraduate Association (UNEPA), Sport UNE and the UNE Union. The latter two maintain extensive facilities and also have non-student members. Student leaders are very opposed to VSU (though they were vocal when we introduced a $20 per semester parking fee). And Vice-Chancellors, too, believe, that for a fairly modest amount students get vast benefits. It remains to be seen whether the combined opposition of student organizations and Vice-Chancellors will have an effect on the passing of the necessary legislation in the Senate.
Another area to affect students has not been widely discussed – Learning Entitlements. From 2005 on all eligible Australian and New Zealand citizens and holders of Australian permanent visas will have access to five years equivalent full-time study in a Commonwealth supported place. Should the degree take longer, then the period might be extended. A Learning Entitlement does not mean free education. Students still have to pay HECS and if they have used up their five years, would need to access a full fee paying place, whether for an undergraduate or postgraduate degree.
This is a dramatic change to what is happening now. There is no limit at the moment on how many full-time equivalent years a student may study. Once admitted by a university on merit, the student qualifies for HECS. 

The rational for this policy shift is that more people will be able to access higher education. In terms of a life long learning agenda, the government needs to, and promises it will, give additional learning entitlements. But no details have as yet been worked out. Yet these details are crucial to convince us that a commitment to lifelong learning is not just rhetoric but underpinned by opportunities for learning.
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