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Introduction

The Minerals Council of Australia (MCA) is the peak national organisation representing the exploration, mining and minerals processing industries in Australia.

The MCA is committed to growing Australia’s intellectual capital and seeks to achieve this by funding two significant education programs of relevance to the minerals industry and to the country. 

The National Education Program (NEP) is focussed on primary and secondary school teachers and students with dual objectives of ensuring that the contribution minerals make to our exceptional standard of living is clearly understood and that career opportunities in the industry are made known to students and career advisors.
The Australian minerals industry, through the MCA and the state Chambers of Mines and Mining/Minerals Councils is responsively engaged with the school sector throughout Australia, and is viewed as a valued partner in the provision of teacher professional development, student programs and curriculum-focused teaching and learning materials.

The Minerals Tertiary Education Council (MTEC) is funding collaboration between industry and academia and helping to build a world-class tertiary education environment to support the Australian minerals industry.  The objective is to ensure an adequate supply of suitably qualified professionals that the Australian minerals industry needs to compete globally.

Particularly with respect to the Science, Engineering & Technology (SET) sector, the Minerals Council of Australia believes there are two fundamental issues:

· The quality and availability of sound science, mathematics and technology teaching within Australia’s primary and secondary schools, and

· The quality and availability of tertiary science and engineering education within Australia’s higher education system.

Inspirational science teaching in our schools is a necessary prerequisite to increase science literacy and to grow the cohort of Australian students seeking to study for SET careers at our universities.  Science and engineering are more expensive to teach than other disciplines and require a high student throughput to maintain viability within Australia’s universities.

This submission addresses only the second issue, but is predicated on the belief that if science and mathematics literacy are not addressed within our schools, then no amount of restructuring of higher education will improve the quality and supply of SET graduates for Australian industry.

This submission addresses only Item 1 in the terms of reference for this committee.

1. The principles of the Government’s higher education package.

The Minerals Council of Australia (MCA) welcomes the higher education policy package “Our Universities-Backing Australia’s Future” with its emphasis on the key principles of sustainability, quality, equity and diversity.

This package is a refreshing attempt to restore some stability in the higher education system so that Australia’s universities can focus more on outputs such as high quality teaching, learning and research and delivering a sufficient supply of professionals to meet community and national requirements.

The MCA applauds the emphasis in the package on promoting and rewarding collaboration between higher education institutions, particularly if that collaboration is founded on the blending of complementary strengths. 

In its supplementary submission to the “Diversity, Specialisation and Regional Engagement” Issues paper in September 2002, the MCA argued:

“Australian Universities should be encouraged, and financially rewarded, to form collaborative networks based on complementarity of programmatic diversity.  These networks would provide the opportunity to lift the quality of both teaching and research within the participating universities, to cater for the geographical diversity in terms of student population in Australia and allow Australia to compete more successfully for international students.”

The establishment of the Collaboration and Structural Reform (CASR) Fund in 2005 is an exciting initiative that not only brings the universities together as advocated by the MCA, but also provides encouragement for industry to become involved and to play a role in setting graduate outcomes.

Effective collaboration when based on programmatic diversity can contribute to an increase in quality of teaching and research and to the sustainability of participating departments or institutions through the sharing of resources.  When based on constitutional diversity, collaboration can provide greater equity of access for students from diverse cultural and geographic backgrounds. 

However, the MCA believes there remains a structural imbalance in the Policy:

The reforms concentrate heavily on the front end or input side of the dynamic (fees, student numbers, costs of delivering education etc), and less so on outcomes such as graduate attributes and whether there is an appropriate spread of graduates across all professions.  

In 2001-2002 the Australian minerals industry contributed more than $40 billion in export revenue representing 37 percent of total merchandise exports.  In the past 20 years the minerals industry has generated more than $500 billion of export income.  These significant contributions are made possible by the high quality professional staff who, through innovation and imagination, keep the Australian minerals industry globally competitive. 

However, because of low undergraduate student numbers, particularly in the core technical disciplines of earth science, mining engineering and metallurgy, some university departments catering to these disciplines have closed in the past three years, and many others are under threat of closure by their parent university.

Without some form of financial support that recognises the contributions of these professionals to Australia’s high standard of living, university departments that educate these graduates will continue to be closed and the capacity of Australia to maintain its international presence in these fields will be structurally weakened.
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Changes in undergraduate enrolment data in the disciplines of mining engineering and earth science since 2000 are shown above and graphically demonstrate the extent of the problem.  There will not be enough new graduate mining engineers to satisfy industry’s demand from 2004 - and barely enough earth scientists. 

Falling student numbers will push more university departments over the brink of viability.

To ensure the sustainability of university departments that provide teaching and research capability in these critically important disciplines:

The Minerals Council of Australia recommends that Engineering, Science and Surveying be moved from Cluster 8 to Cluster 10 in the proposed Commonwealth Course Contribution Schedule 2005. This would increase the estimated Commonwealth contribution for each Equivalent Full Time Student from $12,303 to $16,394 pa.   
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ESci summary

		Year		Students Yr 1		Students Yr 2		Students Yr 3		Students Yr 4/Hons		Grad Cert
2003		Grad Cert
2004		Grad Diploma
2003		Grad Diploma
2004		Masters Grad 2000		Masters Grad 2001		Masters Grad 2002		Masters Grad 2003		Masters Grad 2004		Masters Grad
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