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11 August 2003 

Senator Kim Carr

Chair

Higher Education Funding Sub-committee

Employment, Workplace Relations and Education

Suit SG.52

Parliament House

CANBERRA    ACT   2600

Dear Senator Carr,

Please find enclosed a submission in respect of the Enquiry into university funding and regulatory changes under proposed budget legislation on behalf of La Trobe University.

The University is appreciative of the opportunity to make a submission at this critical juncture for higher education in Australia.

Yours sincerely,

Michael J Osborne
Vice-Chancellor
SUBMISSION TO SENATE ENQUIRY

INTO UNIVERSITY FUNDING AND REGULATORY CHANGES
UNDER THE PROPOSED BUDGET LEGISLATION

LA TROBE UNIVERSITY

This submission has been prepared  following debate in the University Council and it seeks to highlight key issues of concern which are relevant to the Senate Enquiry.

As a preface it should be noted that the University is in broad agreement with the thrust of the two AVCC papers which were produced in relation to the Review initiated by Minister Nelson, viz: -

(1)
Forward from the Crossroads:  Pathways to effective and diverse Australian Universities (September 2002)

(2)
Excellence and Equity: Foundations for the Future of Australian Universities (June 2003)

so that this submission is restricted to emphasis on particular issues.

It should, however, be stressed at the outset that the University does not support the levying of full fees in respect of domestic, undergraduate students, believing this to be inequitable and unnecessary.  Rather it advocates an adequately funded sector based on a level of HECS that is compatible with widespread participation and equality of opportunity.

1.
The Adequacy of Funding and the Issue of Quality.

It is absolutely essential that the base funding per EFTSU for existing students is increased significantly if the infrastructure of universities is not to decline to a point where there will be an adverse impact upon quality and a consequent impediment to maintaining a vibrant and growing international market.


Many universities, especially those like La Trobe which are attempting to develop new facilities in regional campuses, are experiencing a double jeopardy in not being able to contribute sufficiently to regional centres to make them genuinely competitive but in being forced in the effort to postpone or forego essential developments at their major, metropolitan campuses to the detriment of the university as a whole.  The list of desiderata includes:-  urgent refurbishment of ageing buildings and facilities;  the construction of further teaching facilities to accommodate increases in student enrolments (especially international students) and to avoid overcrowding and reductions in laboratory time;  expeditious investment in ICT facilities, including the provision of more student workstations (where Australia is lagging far behind many countries in the region); and improved student/staff ratios.  These and other desiderata, which are indispensable concomitants of a high quality sector, cannot be addressed without an infusion of funding in respect of the existing cohort of students.  The provision of funding for additional places, which may well be desirable in itself, will not alleviate the fundamental problem of a decline in base funding.

The repercussions of a further period of neglect in this general arena are likely to be severe in causing staff and students to contemplate opportunities overseas and in impairing the prospects of the continued export of higher education services.  In the latter respect it should be noted that many of the countries whence Australia derives international students are investing heavily in infrastructure (notably Singapore and China) so that in qualitative terms their facilities are often superior to those in many Australian universities.  


As is obvious, the foregoing shortcomings can only have an adverse impact upon the quality of Australian Higher Education and there is a clear danger that the guiding principles of the current quality audit do not sufficiently address the adequacy of the infrastructure.

2.
Indexation

For some years now universities have been constrained to make salary rises and to incur additional expenditure to comply with sundry new standards without supplementation or indexation of the operating grant.  The inevitable consequences have been staff losses (worsening the student/staff ratio remorselessly) and the resort to questionable economies elsewhere (perhaps most notably in delays to essential repairs and refurbishment and to ICT upgrades).  Such a parsimonious stance, which contrasts very unfavourably with that accorded to the school sector, can only contribute to a decline in quality.  An infusion of funding is urgently needed, but even this will represent only a temporary alleviation if there is no significant form of indexation.  This will be the case whatever formula for funding is adopted.
3.
VSU

Whilst the introduction of Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) presents prima facie an innocent, even seductive, appeal, in reality its effect would be to divest campuses of facilities and amenities and deprive students of many, significant services in areas of health, child-care, leisure, sport, recreation and so on.


Campus life, to be vibrant and attractive to students – and the richness of campus life is a key point of attraction for international students too – must have these amenities, facilities and services.  The argument that since not all students utilise all facilities they should not have to contribute compulsorily is absurd and unconvincing.  It would be analogous to suggesting that ratepayers should be levied on a “user-pay” basis.  


The imposition of VSU would have the effect of depriving universities of virtually all of their amenities and forcing students, almost certainly at greater expense, to find alternatives elsewhere.  In other words it would be the death of campus life.


Quite apart from the foregoing, many universities have made loans to student organisations to allow them to develop facilities and the introduction of VSU would make it impossible for these loans to be repaid, with serious consequences for the finances of universities.


The argument has been made that the introduction of VSU is necessary to ensure that General Service Fees (like HECS) are not levied “up-front” (an argument curiously discordant with a predilection for full fees for domestic undergraduates).  The remedy presumably would be to treat the GSF exactly as the HECS contributions.

4.
Funding Sources

It is difficult to be sure what the impact of increased HECS contributions would be in relation to enrolments, although it is likely that it would act as a deterrent to at least some students, especially those who are not seeking admission to professional or vocational programs with good remuneration prospects.  Thus, La Trobe University would strongly prefer that the HECS contributions of students not be raised, but in making such an assertion it draws attention to the comments in the opening section (above) to the effect that universities do desperately need an infusion of funding against present student loads if they are to compete effectively in a globalized university sector.  A clear implication is that, if the student contribution is not increased, then a public subvention is needed.  This is doubtless an awkward dilemma, but without better funding the University sector can only slide into mediocrity or even worse on the global stage and impair Australia’s opportunity to be an international focal point for higher education and training.

Whether or not the HECS contributions are raised, there is a strong case to suggest that the level at which repayments are to be made is currently set too low.  A minimum of $35,000, indexed thereafter, would be more appropriate.

5.
Growth in the Sector

The desiderated size of the university sector is an issue that has not been properly considered and, naturally, this matter cannot be divorced from views on the rationale and purposes of universities.  Currently discussion tends to focus on “unmet demand” and it would be useful to have a study undertaken to determine the precise nature of this phenomenon.  It would also be helpful to formulate a clear position on the related issue of whether there should be minimum qualifications for entry.

Whatever the situation here, it would be a significant error to assume that additional funded student load could be an alternative to improved funding for the existing student load.  Additional students, without an enhanced contribution per student generally, will simply exacerbate the infrastructure problems adverted to above.

6.
Workforce Planning, Diversity and Autonomy

There is a growing assumption, which certainly permeates the currently available proposals, that the university is simply and exclusively a  conduit to the workforce.  Obviously the provision of an expert workforce is one important role of a university, but hitherto broader cultural and intellectual objectives have been encompassed.  Apart from some rhetorical comments, such broader aims are hardly treated seriously in the current political manifestos.    Such an attitude has clear implications for diversity in the university sector.  

This situation will be exacerbated  if detailed profiles, reflecting the priorities of governments in respect of workforce planning rather than the predilections of students, are imposed.   The history of  workforce planning has not been impressive and the implications of such interventionist behaviour for staffing and infrastructure are also considerable.  In specific terms the  lengthy time lapse between recruiting students for Nursing and Education (the currently favoured vocations) and the  availability of such students for the workforce surely needs careful consideration. 

A separate, but important issue is that universities are likely to be deterred from maintaining areas of academic significance which are currently, and perhaps ephemerally, unpopular (notably languages and related cultures, where neglect is acute and likely to have unfortunate consequences).  It scarcely needs adding that once such neglect is occasioned, the decline in infrastructure support usually means that a recommencement is not feasible.


There is a fundamental issue here which concerns the autonomy of universities and their capacity to determine and conduct their missions.   Schemes for detailed intrusion into the missions of the universities on the basis of governmental need and priorities are clearly discordant with the principles of responsibility and accountability that are set upon Council members.  (This is ostentatiously so in Victoria, where recent legislation in respect of governance has emphasised the responsibilities of Council members).

6.
Other Issues

Other issues which are of considerable concern in the current debate include the following.


a)
The imposition of quite unrealistic parameters for over-enrolment.  
Most  universities are constrained to over-enrol to a certain degree initially as a hedge against an under-enrolment, as numerous students effect transfers or decide not to continue university studies (often for reasons of poverty).  In recent times the “drop out” rate, for whatever reason, has declined so that over-enrolments have been quite substantial.



If it is decided that over-enrolments should be strictly contained for the future, two provisions seem to be needed: -



Firstly, provision must be made for a “phase-out” of existing over-enrolments without penalties.  The alternative is to force universities into a massive reduction in initial intakes for the coming years, which is surely most undesirable.  Indeed it would be calamitous since it almost certainly would force the few who could afford it to enrol as a full-fee paying students and the remainder (the majority) to miss out and thereby become part of an augmented pool of “unmet demand” . 


Secondly there must be a reasonable cushion of (say) 5%, perhaps averaged over a number of years, to allow for the inevitable volatility of student movement.  Beyond such a level, the university would have to accept responsibility, although it would seem counter-productive to levy huge fines, which could only have an adverse impact upon the student body generally.  Penalties for under-enrolment, naturally, are quite reasonable.

b)
Regional Assistance.  As noted earlier, it is very difficult for metropolitan universities with regional centres to meet the development needs of regional campuses without substantial diversion of funding from the central campus.  Significant additional funding targeted to the regions, and not simply subtracted from that available for metropolitan campuses, is thus clearly a desideratum. 


c)
Industrial and Governance Issues.  It is very difficult to understand the rationale of linking funding for universities to industrial reforms and changes in governance regulations.  In the latter case the desiderated reforms are in any event beyond the power of the universities, since they require changes to the Acts of the universities and hence the support of the State Government.  In the case of the former it is very hard to see what academic benefits would derive from an imposed industrial regime, and the withholding of funding for such a reason could only harm the students.

Michael J Osborne

Vice-Chancellor

La Trobe University
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