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Summary: 

To The Secretary, Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee: 

I am a recent graduate from the School of Contemporary Arts, University of Western Sydeny. I have also studied at Macquarie University, Sydney University, and the Sydney Conservatorium of Music.

clatterbox is a new online program dedicated to profiling and developing experimental musical instrument practices in Australia. clatterbox has received funding from the Australia Council for the Arts, and is in partnership with the University of Western Sydney.

Prior to this I was Youth Music Officer at the Australia Council.

I am also Chair of the INDENT Advisory Group. INDENT is a program providing small grants and coordinating music and  professional skills development workshops, to empower young people to stage and manage their own all ages, safe live music and entertainment events throughout NSW. 

Through my work with INDENT and as clatterbox coordinator I am very much aware of the fundamental importance of maintaing access, equity, and affordability to all young people and mature aged students to higher education opportunities. The knowledge base, and the growth in research, innovation, culture, and civil society rests upon the foundation of diverse and dynamic education thoughout peoples' lives. Education is an investment, not a cost, or a liability to government. Policy proposals that attempt to erode access and equity to higher education, an essential social service and human right, must not be allowed to become legislation.

HECS as it currently stands is already a financial strain on most recent graduates, and continues to be a stress on personal finances for many years after graduation. Any increase to HECS will obviously have a detrimental impact on the numbers of people able to enrol in courses in the future.

The deregulation of University fees, with the provision for universities to charge up to 30% on top of HECS, is outrageous. This is ultimately an attempt by the government to reduce its responsibility to adequately fund the higher education system. An increase places greater burden and stress on the university system, and is a huge disadvatage to the less competitive universities. Such an increase allows the opportunity for the government to in turn gradually reduce its financial commitment to the university and higher education sector. An increase in up front fees must also be rejected, as such an introduction will directly impact on the abilities of many potential students from enrolling in university and TAFE courses.

These changes must not be allowed to become legislation. The government's proposals demonstrate the sham that is their claim to support research, innovation, and the development of knowledge and culture in Australia. 

The increased restrictions imposed on accessing Austudy payments compounds the hardship being faced by current and future students in the higher education system. The Government is attacking the rights of students from both ends. First through proposing to raise HECS and deregulate university fee settings, and second, to reduce access to Austudy and Social Security payments for students. This will absolutely wipe out a whole strata of potential students being able to access higher education - education which they have a right to access, and to be able to afford to undertake. Undoubtedly the worst affected by the government's proposals will be students from lower income families, and independent students unable to raise enough money to support the costs of higher education. Higher education is not a privalege, nor for the privaleged in this society, but a right for all to access.

Personally, I was outraged to be told that, not ever having accessed Austudy before, that I had been studying at university for too long, and therefore was no longer eligible to access Austudy. This was despite the fact that I was enrolled in a completely different course, at a different institution, and had never received Austudy payment before. I had studied for too long, and exceeded the time alloacted to complete an undergraduate course. How else will students afford to study if the system does not allow flexibilty, or appreciate that students do not complete study according to a rigid timetable, as set by the government.

I implore the Federal Parliament to reject the government's proposed changes to the Higher Education system. That an independent, and public, inquiry be held to ascertain the true state of the Higher Education system at present, and to make recommendations for increased funding to revive the sector.

Sincerely: Sean Bridgeman
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