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I believe there is a clear case to ensure that regional universities such as the University of New England are not marginalised through the Commonwealth’s proposed changes to higher education funding.

As the UNE Vice-Chancellor has pointed out in an open letter to the Minister on June 13 this year the University will have a shortfall of funding in 2005 of close to $1.5 million. Despite the Minister’s assertions that no university would be worse off as a result of this review, it would seem that will not be the case for UNE.

While the proposal will increase higher education access for fee paying students this will benefit the larger metropolitan universities at the expense of smaller regional universities which are integral to the social, cultural and economic life of their local regions. UNE, for instance, generates $277 million into its regional community and a recent survey by the Department of State and Regional Development states that the university also generates 6,903 full-time equivalents jobs. UNE has a higher impact on its region that any of the other four regional universities in New South Wales.

The impacts of regional universities on their communities are particularly important. They are major employers in the towns where they are located; they inject substantial expenditure into local and regional economies; they attract export income from overseas students; they carry out high value-adding activities; they raise the educational achievements and aspirations of regional communities; they provide the skills, knowledge, infrastructure and creativity to stimulate local industry and new business ventures and they contribute to regional economic planning, local government and social and cultural development initiatives more generally. The NSW Department of State and Regional Development estimates that regional universities in the State inject at least $600 million in expenditure directly into regional economies each year.

This direct expenditure generates per annum approximately $820 million direct and flow-on value adding in NSW regional economies and 20,550 direct and indirect full time equivalent jobs. The 79,000 students enrolled in regional universities in 1999 accounted for 36 per cent of all NSW university enrolments, both internal and external. The general impact of these enrolment patterns include retaining a youthful population in NSW regions, bringing not only social dividends for local communities but also the benefits of retaining expenditure in regional economies and attracting students from outside the region, including overseas, resulting in increased demand for accommodation, consumables and services. 

A strong argument has been put to the Minister by the UNE Vice-Chancellor that students in regional and rural Australia are disadvantaged. They need to move away from home in order to study at university and considering that many of the students come from cash strapped families, including Indigenous families, the extra accommodation costs are a deterrent for school leavers in the country. She has argued that rural and regional students and Indigenous students should have lower HECS or have access to more scholarships. 

UNE will not benefit under the new arrangements, which separate the Commonwealth contribution and HECS.  Although it has the opportunity to vary the HECS up to 30 per cent to top up fees, this would make it even more difficult for regional students to access higher education. The new system favours the well off and disadvantages the others. It stands to reason that regional universities will not attract the same number of full fee paying students as metropolitan universities and unless some equity is introduced they will become the poor relations in the higher education system.

I would like the Senate Inquiry to take into account the equity issues involved in these changes and to ensure that regional universities such as UNE, which serve their communities so well, are not unfairly disadvantaged within the new structure. 
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