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My name is Eric Bateman. 

 

I commenced studying at University in 1990. I studied Arts at Sydney University, then at New South Wales University for three years, and incurred a HECS debt from there. I returned to study in 1998, and I am still continuing my studies commenced at that time to the present day.I am in my sixth year of a combined Environmental Management/LLB degree through Southern Cross University. Over that time I have taken out 3 supplement loans to enable me to afford to continue to study and cover the costs of my texts and ancillary materials.

 

I estimate my overall debt, arising from my studies, to be at least upwards of $60 000. 

 

I am also the incumbant Chairperson of the Lismore Student Representative Council. I am employed by the National Union of Students as the New South Wales Northern Regions Organiser, putting the University of New England in contact with the campuses of Southern Cross University. I have taken a close interest in the changes to Higher Education proposed since the Nelson Review. I have written submissions to the Department of Education Science and Training commenting on the initial Nelson Review papers, and attended a public consultation forum. I feel confident that I am aware of the issues involved broadly, and in some fine detail.

 

I would like to express my opposition to the changes proposed in the Higher Education Amendment Act, specifically as follows:

 

I disagree with the deregulation of fees at Universities.

I disagree with forcing students to bear more of the burden of the cost of their higher education.

I currently am forced to work substantial hours to support my full time University education. I intend using my education for the benefit of the community - to work as a community based advocate, without the slightest interest in using my future law degree for personal profit. I have, over many years, consistently involved myself in a wide range of community based volunteer pursuits - a testament to my resolve to use my education in the furtherance of community interests. I do not believe I will gain a substantial private benefit from my education - my education is not about getting me a high salary, but rather making me an effective member of my community. In this context alone how is placing a higher burden of cost on students justifiable?

I witness first hand the poverty that students are subjected to during their University years. Because of the nature of my recent studies I have sat in class with literally thousands of students, from six cohorts in two different degrees. Through my volunteer work in the Lismore SRC I have come into contact with many hundreds and thousands of other students. What is apparent to me is that higher charges for students will result in lower participation from students in University. Debt is a significant deterrant to participation at University.

 

In my own situation of chronic debt, what capacity will I have to afford further postgraduate studies? I am married with two children. How will my family be able to afford my partner getting an education? How will I be able afford to put my children through University, let alone primary and secondary school? What about rises in TAFE fees? I will carry my substantial debt for many years, and it may affect my ability to access home loans and personal loans in the future - at least in practice.

 

I disagree with more full fee paying places

 

I disagree with the enforced reliance of Universities on International students as "cash cows". Southern Cross University is looking at offsetting the inevitable loss of places for domestic students by bringing 600 students from China each year - charging them over and above the cost of their education, simply to make up for shortfalls in funding. Education should be made available to overseas students on the basis of equity - they should not be accessed simply as a cash cow to keep the University commercially viable.

 

Southern Cross is, because of reduced government funding, forced to almost 'prostitute' its name and integrity in order to 'flog-off' degrees internationally to retain its bottom line. What impact does this have on the integrity of my degree internationally? Through my involvement in the Academic Board in 2002 I am aware of initiatives from Southern Cross to grant 18 units of advanced standing to full fee paying students. I am aware of the involvement of Southern Cross with groups such as Campus Group Holdings. Once again, what is the impact of these international 'fire-sales' of Southern Cross degrees on the integrity of my qualifications from the same University?

 

I disagree with the implications of specialisation - which inevitably will lead to the Federal government refusing to fund the wide range of courses which are necessary at a regional University.

I disagree with the regional loading concept - as it is tied to retrogressive changes to University governance, and workplace relations.

 

I believe that many of the changes proposed in the Amendment Act will, over the long term, lead to the atrophy of Southern Cross University, much to the detriment of local students, and even the economy of the Northern Rivers.

 

Southern Cross University is the fifth smallest University in the country, but has the second smallest library collection. It is around 500 000 memorials (ie books) short of the national average for a University library.

I have witnessed the cuts to higher education, and the changes in governance focus that took place on a University level from 2000, reduce the ability of staff to teach, and to provide adequate resources for students. Tutorials without tutors for months are not unheard of at Southern Cross. Lecturers on sick and maternity leave are unreplaced. Long lines to view samples through limited microscopes are commonplace in my science subjects. Access to equipment is poor, and the equipment, such as test tubes and beakers etc. are commonly damaged, missing, or simply unusable.

 

Meanwhile it is revealed that our Vice Chancellor, Professor J Rickard is paid a salary package of $460 000. That is around 1% of the overall staffing budget at SCU, and perhaps the highest salary for a regional VC in the country. Not even the University Council members are privy to the contractual details - only the Chancellor and the Vice-Chancellor!

 

SCU will probably be forced, if the Amendment Act goes through, to substantially raise fees for law students in particular. This means that lower income people will be even more challenged in their access to an important knowledge resource.

 

I am concerned about the impact of the changes upon people with disabilities. Many people with disabilities rely upon the education system as their sole, or one of very few, points of contact with the world and sources of recreation. If these students are forced to travel to city Universities because of course cuts at Southern Cross I do not believe they will continue to participate in the education system.

 

Low income families and people, which comprise around 64% of the people in the Northern Rivers Region, will be unable to fund their children and partners to move to the city to study courses that were once available at Southern Cross, but are no longer deemed viable under the new system of encouraging specialisation.

 

Our current University Council student representative is based in Shanghai. She is a diligent advocate for students, and I highly commend her efforts - but she is representing over ten thousand Australian students who are in Australia from the business school in Shanghai, and that would be difficult for even the most experienced advocate, even if there were no language barriers and travel barriers (and a time delay on the telephone link)!! This is one of the implications of forcing Universities off-shore looking for new funding streams.

 

The above is a brief statement of my responses to the changes proposed by the government in the Higher Education Amendment Act. Much ground is uncovered. I look forward to addressing the Senate Inquiry should I be given the opportunity.

 

In conclusion I believe that getting a University education should be fee free. I encourage the Senate to urge the House of Representatives to fully fund the higher education sector as is the governments moral and social responsibility.

 

Lastly, the attacks on staff and student unions, associations and guilds, through the introduction of workplace agreements, and legislating for Voluntary Student Unionism, should be stopped as they represent a serious threat to the only institutions which are able to protect and foster the interests of their members and provide equity to the less advantaged amongst their membership. These unions are an important independent 'watchdog' on the largely unregulated activities of Universities today!

 

Regards,

 

Eric Bateman.
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