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Executive Summary:

After substantial research this submission concludes that the higher education reforms contained in the Federal Government’s “Backing Australia’s Future” policy document will have a negative on the Australian university sector.  This conclusion has been reached because the reforms if implemented will create a higher education sector where wealth rather than merit will be the key factor in determining one’s ability to access a university education.  Further the reforms would also create a situation where the ability of staff and student unions to advocate for their members would be greatly diminished along with the essential campus services that such bodies provide.

This submission examines the impact each of the major reforms being proposed by the Federal Government will have on Australia’s university sector.  The document draws on data and evidence from a number of sources to support its arguments including an extensive survey conducted by the QUT Student Guild of the student body it represents.  This survey contains extremely valuable insights from students on how the changes being proposed would have impacted on their current capacity to study. It also contains data on what students believe will be the impact of the Government’s reforms on their capacity to undertake future study.

Introduction to the QUT Student Guild

The Queensland University of Technology (QUT) Student Guild is a student-controlled organisation whose chief function is to promote the rights and welfare of all students who are enrolled at the University. Currently the QUT Student Guild represents approximately 36 000 QUT students. There are forty-five elected students who make up the QUT Student Guild Council and this Council is responsible for the entire management and control of all the affairs, property and finances of the Guild. All Guild members are eligible to nominate for a representative position within the organisation. In addition to the student office bearers, there are approximately 80 permanent staff members who provide professional services to the student population.

The QUT Student Guild conducted a survey of 247 students and has included the results in this submission. 55% of respondents were female, 45% male. 19% of respondents identified as being from a regional area and 27% identified as being a mature aged student.   

Background TC "Executive Summary" \f C \l "1" 
It is commonly accepted that the higher eduction sector in this country is in crisis. Since coming to power in 1996 the Howard Government has cut $5 billion dollars from the nation’s universities. 

The results of these funding cuts are visible to students on campuses with 61% of students surveyed experiencing problems with student support services and library resources. The most common problems identified were: overcrowded lecture theatres, access to computers, access to teaching staff and outdated resources.

In order to redress this critical situation the Government has announced that it will introduce a number of fundamental changes for this nation’s universities.  These changes are contained in a package entitled “Backing Australia’s Future” 

The key elements of the package include:

· Allowing universities to charge an additional 30% on top of HECS.

· Limiting to five years the period of time that students can access a government subsidised university place.

· Increasing the number of full up-front fee places for Australian undergraduates to 50% of total enrolments.

· Introducing significant industrial relations 
Other elements of the package include:

· The introduction of Commonwealth Education Scholarships.

· The provision of Government funding of private providers.

· Eliminating the Pensioner Education Supplement over the summer period.

This paper will examine the consequences of each of these proposed reforms 

 30% increase in HECS TC "1. Allowing Universities to Charge an Additional 30% on top of current Fees" \f C \l "1" 
From 2005 universities will be free to set course costs, at levels of their choosing, up to 30% higher than current levels. This means that universities potentially could set their fees below current levels; however this is unlikely due to the recent funding shortfall in Australian universities. 

Moreover the current block funding grants provided by the Commonwealth will be abolished. Currently universities receive a flat amount of $11,400 per student, regardless of what the student studies. This system is to be replaced by a funding model entitled ‘Commonwealth Grant Scheme’. Under CGS universities will be provided with different amounts per faculty or course. These amounts are shown below:

Discipline Commonwealth

Contribution

Law 









$1,509

Accounting, Administration, Economics, Commerce


$2,481

Humanities 








$4,180

Mathematics, Statistics 






$4,937

Behavioural Science, Social Science 




$6,636

Computing, Built environment, Health 




$7,392

Foreign Languages, Visual and Performing Arts 


$9,091

Engineering, Science, Surveying 





$12,303

Dentistry, Medicine, Veterinary Science 




$15, 422

Agriculture 








$16,394

Education 








$7,278

Nursing 








$9,733

What this means is that student fees will then have to make up the shortfall in each particular discipline. The Commonwealth will negotiate with the institutions as to how many places shall be offered, in each discipline, depending on the institution’s specific mission. Effectively this will result in institutions specialising and course rationalisation. The new funding model will discourage institutional flexibility and strengthen governmental control. This increase in government control directly contradicts the Minister’s claims that the Higher Education sector requires more flexibility. It also means if a course is duplicated the Government can limit funding so a particular university drops that course from its curriculum.   There is every possibility this could result in many Humanities courses being offered only in major metropolitan centres.

In terms of overall funding per student the NTEU, (2003) revealed that the new funding scheme will actually lead to a decrease in Government expenditure per student.

The NTEU report concluded that under the old funding arrangements $11,412 was spent on every undergraduate student, while under the new arrangements this figure had been reduced to $10,935.  This represents a funding reduction of $477 per undergraduate student in 2005.

The increase in student fees will have a detrimental effect on Australian society. This kind of fee increase will see the beginning of generational debt amongst university graduates. Such a form of debt will have a major impact on the ability of graduates to fully participate in the Australian economy. In New Zealand, where student fees have already been raised drastically, studies have shown that graduates debts from study related cost are already preventing them from accessing further finance for such things as houses and cars. A recent survey of New Zealand bank mangers found that 51% of them were refusing applications for home loans based on student debts.

There is mounting evidence that HECS on its own is already a disincentive for potential students to enrol at university because they believe that it will have a negative impact on the quality of their lives once they graduate. The imposition of additional fees will only exacerbate this hardship. 

Jenny Macklin, (2002) the Shadow Minister for Education, Employment, Training and Science states that the huge HECS debt Australian graduates incur is leading to a decrease in home ownership levels and birth rates amongst young Australians. According to Ms Macklin “Young people are leaving our universities already saddled with debts of up to $30 000 or more.  That makes a tough start in life particularly with housing costs so high and average household debt at $81 000”.

Ms Macklin draws on a number of sources to reveal the difficulties graduates with a HECS debt already face.  For example:

· Maryann Wulff of Monash University revealed that from 1981 to 1996 home purchase rates for 25 to 34 year olds declined in excess of 10% while at the same time their educational attainment increased by 9%.

· The Department of Family and Community Services found that HECS could be an impediment to graduates to save for their first home, thereby forcing them to rent or stay at home longer. (A New Zealand University Student’s Association (2002 p2) study confirms this research finding. The study revealed that in a 2002 survey of the nation’s bank managers and loans officers, student debt was a major factor in 51% of cases where finance had been denied to an applicant).  The most common form of finance rejected was home loans.

· A study carried out by Natalie Jackson of the University of Tasmania revealed that increasing university debt could be forcing male and female graduates to delay having a family.

The prospect of incurring a life long debt must act as a disincentive for those from disadvantaged backgrounds, as they believe it will have a serious effect on their living standards once they graduate. Evidence to demonstrate the role HECS is playing in preventing access to higher education is contained in a DEET study (1989 p13), which showed that HECS to be a significant factor as to why 10% of potential students in Western Australia did not apply for a university course.  Furthermore 22.2% of students who did not re-enrol in higher education cited HECS as a major reason.  Another study by private consulting firm NBEET in 1991 revealed that 20% of single parents, or those from low socio-economic status, thought that HECS was “likely to frustrate their intention to participate”.

The conclusion reached by the study, regarding just how much of a disincentive the prospect of incurring a debt is to those from disadvantaged backgrounds, was that:

“Prospective students with tolerant attitudes towards debt were one and quarter times more likely to go to university than those who were debt averse, all other things being equal.  Debt aversion deterred entry into HE [higher education] but was also a social class issue.  The most anti-debt are the focus of widening participation policies and include:

• those from the lowest social classes;

• lone parents;

• Muslims, especially Pakistanis; and

• black and minority ethnic groups (sic).

The least anti-debt were:

• attending independent schools;

• from the highest social classes; and men. (p3)”

The study also reveals that the fear of incurring a debt was a key factor in those from disadvantaged backgrounds in deciding whether to undertake a university education (p4).

Furthermore the US Institute for Higher Education (2001) demonstrated that one way to increase the participation and completion rates of those from disadvantaged backgrounds was to offer these groups “non-repayable loans and scholarships to lower dependence on loans”

A recent study, conducted by DEST in 2002, provided evidence of how the prospect of incurring a debt was a major factor as to why potential students in this country from lower socio-economic backgrounds do not attend university.  The report concluded that:

“The perceived cost of higher education appears to be a major deterrent for Australian students of lower socioeconomic background. They are more likely than other students to believe the cost of university fees may stop them attending university (39 per cent, compared with 23 per cent of higher socioeconomic background students). Forty-one per cent of lower socioeconomic background students believed their families probably could not afford the costs of supporting them at university. Well over one-third of lower socioeconomic background students indicated they would have to support themselves financially if they went to university. (p10)”.

Another study conducted by the Higher Education Council in 1999 revealed similar findings:

“The costs of higher education, including fees and the living expenses associated with leaving home, are serious inhibitors or barriers for rural school students. Many rural students and their families face an extremely difficult decision in assessing the costs versus the benefits of higher education. For many financially disadvantaged rural families, the costs are well beyond their income capacity –the prospect of their children entering higher education is simply out of the question. (P16)” 

The Sydney Morning Herald on July 23, 2003 in an article entitled Closing shop: uni fees deter students revealed the extent to which the prospect of incurring debt through the HECS system had acted as a disincentive for those from lower socio-economic backgrounds from gaining access to higher status university courses at Australian universities. The Sydney Morning Herald had obtained its information from a leaked Government report entitled the National Report on Australia's Higher Education Sector 2001.

According to the article the report concluded that:

“There was a sharp fall in the number of less well-off students undertaking the more prestigious courses of law, medicine, dentistry and veterinary science since the Government increased course costs seven years ago”
It then goes on to quote from the report that:

“After the changes were introduced in 1997, not only did the numbers of students in Band 3 [law, dentistry, medicine and veterinary science] of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme . . . decline but the proportion from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds was less than previously, in particular, the proportion of males under 24 years of age from low socio-economic status backgrounds in Band 3 dropped from 13 per cent in 1996 to 10 per cent in 1997."

The QUT Student Guild’s own survey results establish that higher fees are a disincentive for students to either study the degree of their choosing or attend university at all with 46% of students surveyed stating that they would not have enrolled in their current course if the HECS rate had been 30% higher and 24% of students believed that they would have enrolled in a cheaper degree and 28% said that they would not have attended university at all.

Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships (CECS)
The Government will provide Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships to full-time undergraduate Commonwealth supported students from low socioeconomic and/or indigenous backgrounds. These scholarships will be worth $2,000 per year for up to four years. In 2004, 2,500 new CEC Scholarships will be provided. By 2007, 5,075 new scholarships will be awarded each year and approximately 17,630 students will be in receipt of a CEC Scholarship. 

The Student Guild believes that these scholarships are nothing more than a token measure by the Government to give the impression they are interested in fostering equity within the Australian higher education sector, as they do very little to increase the participation rate of those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  For example these Scholarships are only a maximum of $2000 per year.  But under the new HECS arrangements the new HECS fees may range from $3,854 to $8,355 per year.  Thus the scholarships do not come close to covering the cost of a HECS based degree.

Furthermore these scholarships are limited to 4 years. So will the arrangement be if a student chooses a 5-year degree? If the Government is willing to subsidise public entitlements to students for 5 years why are they limiting the scholarships to 4 years?

The AVCC, in its response to the higher education reforms in the 2003 budget on page 15, states that the scholarships will count as income against Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy.  Hence, once the combined work income and scholarship reaches the limit, students will have their government allowances reduced.  Another major concern expressed by the AVCC, on page 16 of its response, is that the scholarships will only cover 20%of eligible students.  This leaves 80%of students from disadvantaged backgrounds with no additional means of support to cover the increased HECS debts that most of them will face.

Commonwealth funding of private providers

The Government has indicated that it intends to subsidise 1400 places for private education providers. The QUT Student Guild objects to public money being used to prop up the financial viability of commercial providers that have as their major goal the pursuit of profit rather than the betterment of Australian society as a whole. With the cuts the Government has imposed on higher education since 1996 - and its attempt to shift the cost of university education back onto the students - it seems to be a very inappropriate use of scarce public funds
Restricting the payment of the pensioner higher education supplement to actual study periods.

The Government has indicated that it will restrict the payment of the Pensioner Education Supplement to actual periods of study. As such it will not be paid over the summer period.

The QUT Student Guild is extremely concerned at this proposal, as it will hurt one of the most disadvantaged groups in Australian society. As many of the students receiving this supplement study over the summer break, they will now be unable to meet the additional costs this involves - such as textbooks, travel to and from university and computer costs.  Furthermore, it does not take into account that many students with a disability often have supplementary assessment due during the summer break, as they have been unable to complete normal course requirements during prescribed teaching periods (due to factors beyond their control).

The QUT Student Guild is extremely concerned that restricting the pensioner education supplement (to actual study time only) may be a forerunner to eliminating the payment of all Commonwealth benefits, such as Austudy and Youth Allowance, over the summer period.

 Higher Education Loan Program and Five Year Learning Entitlements TC "2. Higher Education Loan Program and Five Year Learning Entitlements" \f C \l "1" 
HECS loans scheme is being replaced by the Higher Education Loan Program (HELP). HELP is a market based loan scheme. HELP is comprised of three parts HECS HELP, FEE HELP and OS HELP. Unlike HECS money paid under HECS HELP will go directly to the institution providing the course. Whereas in the past HECS used to go to the government and then to the institutions, in the form of a block grant, now the government grants the institution money in the form of CGS. After this the institution sets the fees and the HECS HELP money goes to the institution. This represents an ideological shift from governments funding universities, and student contributions going to the government, to students funding universities and the government lending students the money. HECS HELP will not be subject to interest rates, only indexation and will cover the entire amount of the fee set by the university.  

FEE HELP is a loan, which will be available to either students studying postgraduate work or a student who is taking up a full fee paying place. The FEE HELP loan is capped at $50,000, this means that if the cost of the course is more than this amount the students must find another source of finance. The FEE HELP loan will also be subject to a 3.5% interest rate, plus indexation. The total amount works out to about 6%, which is around the market rate of interest for many forms of finance. Many full-fee places cost in excess of $80, 000, which means many students will still be $30,000 away from a tertiary education.

Specifically in relation to post-graduate study 76% of students stated that the interest rate on postgraduate loans (FEE HELP) would adversely affect their decision to undertake postgraduate study with one student commenting:

“I would simply not be able to [undertake post graduate study], I would not be able to further my skills”

OS HELP is an interest-bearing loan designed to allow students to study overseas.

Furthermore, the Government has indicated that students who incur an interest rate debt will be unable to pay it off until they have first paid their HECS debt incurred as a subsidised student.  This means that students will face even more spiralling debt, because while they are paying off their initial debt for their first five years of study they will be charged interest on their interest-bearing debt.

Students currently have unlimited access to HECS liable places so long as they can find an institution at which they can study. However, the HECS HELP loans are capped at five years. This means that if a student takes longer than five years to complete their course they will have to pay the remainder of their course costs up-front, or make use of the FEE HELP loan. This also means that if students want to undertake further study in the future they will have to pay up-front or make use of the FEE HELP loan. 

The results of the QUT Student Guild survey show that students are strongly opposed to the idea of five year learning restriction and this is evidenced by the fact that 77% of those surveyed felt they would be adversely affected by such a restriction. Students also voiced concern about the idea of a “student tracking system” (79%).
Students are already disadvantaged if they take longer than the prescribed time frame for a qualification (due to the failing of units) because they will incur a higher HECS debt. 

It is extremely unjust that students will suffer from additional financial penalties if they fail to complete their qualifications within a Government specified time limit.  Those that would suffer the most are those students already experiencing hardship or who have special needs. This restriction will also prevent many prospective students from returning to university to attain another qualification, or enter another employment stream. 

Each year, for example, the QUT Student Guild Education Department assists hundreds of students facing exclusion as a result of failing units - due to circumstances beyond their control (illness, work commitments, family commitments). If the student can demonstrate that extenuating circumstances caused their poor academic performance, then there is a good chance that the University will allow them to continue with their studies. 

If a university is willing to make allowances for students who suffer difficulties, then the Government must also offer the same concessions. There must be provisions made to ensure that students who have experienced personal hardships are not penalised by the Government by being forced to pay up-front for those subjects, which they have failed for reasons beyond their control. Any government policy to the contrary would completely disregard all notions of equity.

Furthermore, Australian universities already have time limits in which students must complete their degree or face exclusion.  At QUT for example, students must finish their degree within ten years of its commencement.  If the Government dictates that time limits be applied to students, then it should be the same limit that universities currently apply to their students.  It is extremely unfair if a university believes a student should be entitled to a certain period of time to complete their qualification that the Government has the power to ignore university policy and determine their own time frame. 

Another issue, in regard to the Government limiting students to a subsidised university place for five years, is that no indication has been given as to whether bridging courses will count towards this learning entitlement.

Allowing 50% of Undergraduate Domestic Places to be Up-Front Fee Based TC "3. Allowing 50% of Undergraduate Domestic Places to be Up Front Fee Based" \f C \l "1" 
The charging of up-front fees for undergraduate degrees will increase the disparity in the representation of those students from privileged backgrounds compared to those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  This will be the case as there will be little, if any, representation of students from disadvantaged backgrounds among those students who can afford to gain any of the extra places offered through full fees. 

Evidence to support this argument is found in the fact that when up-front undergraduate fees were abolished in Australia in 1974 the next six years saw the percentage of university students whose fathers were from trade or manual work occupations increase some 36%.  Further, when one considers that the number of people classified as being employed in these occupations was decreasing, because of social and technological innovations, the importance of the figures cannot be underestimated. Alternatively there was an 8.9% increase in the rate of female participation in higher education in the first ten years that up-front fees were eliminated. National Union of Students, (1989).

It is further supported by the results of QUT Student Guild’s own survey, which found that 68% of students surveyed stated that would not have even considered paying for a degree up front. Only 15% of those students would consider taking out a government loan.

A whopping 91% of 225 students surveyed were ideologically opposed to the idea of Domestic Upfront Fees and felt it was unfair that students with a lower OP could pay for a place over a student with a higher OP.

The degree of anger that the proposals are creating are reflected in the following statements made by QUT students:

“We are pushed to achieve at school and told that if we work hard anything is possible… now it seems that this is only possible if you are wealthy.”

“Admission to university places should be merit based, NOT wealth based”

Even though specific statistical data on the background composition of pre- 1974 students only exists at the University of Melbourne and Monash University, it is enough for Anderson et al, (1978) to state that “the abolition of fees has probably affected a very great number of individual students and enabled many to enrol who would otherwise been unable to do so”. To further argue his case Anderson et al, (1978) goes on to state that the results of a 1976 survey of students revealed 20% of students would not have undertaken study if up-front fees still existed. 

The rapid increase in the number of postgraduate courses offered on a full-fee basis provides current evidence of how the charging of fees severely disadvantages those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  For example Anderson D et al (1997) writing for the Higher Education Council clearly outlines the disadvantages of such fees on access for students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

“The findings suggest that women are disadvantaged compared to men, they tend more to enrol in courses where fees are low or where Higher Education Contribution Scheme arrangements are available, and they are less likely than men to have fees paid by an employer”.

“Indigenous Australians and people of low socio economic status show similar patterns of enrolment, suggesting that fees are deterrents.  Rural and remote dwellers enrol; at a lower rate than others but whether this is because of fees or isolation is not clear.  It is almost axiomatic that people with few financial resources will be deterred by fees, and several of these equity groups notably women, Indigenous Australians, people of low socio-economic status and people with disabilities – tend to have few financial resources or fewer than the general population”.

The following table can perhaps best demonstrate the impact of fees, on access to education by disadvantaged groups.

PARTICIPATION OF DESIGNATED EQUITY GROUPS IN FEE-PAYING POSTGRADUATE COURSES 1995.

	Equity Group
	Percentage of all fee- paying postgraduate enrolments 1995
	Percentage expected from population share

	Women
	41.08
	50.00

	Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders
	0.51
	1.40

	
	
	

	Rural and isolated

Rural

Isolated
	10.38

2.20
	24.30

4.40

	Low socio-economic status
	6.59
	25.00

	
	
	


Source:  National Board of Employment, Education and Training, Equity, Diversity and Excellence: Advancing the National Higher Education Equity Framework (1996).

There is no reason to believe that such an impact would not be similar at the undergraduate level.  If the Government makes 50% of undergraduate places up-front fee based then the evidence suggests that very few students from the above mentioned equity groups could hope to gain access to the new full-fee paying places. 

The introduction of up-front fees for undergraduate courses will greatly benefit the richer and larger institutions at the disadvantage of the smaller or regional universities.  Nicolls J, Wells J. (1997).  In our limited market only the courses from the more prestigious institutions will be able to attract fees, while small regional institutions may suffer. Students will only pay for a degree that is held in high esteem by the Australian and international community.  Smaller, newer and regional universities would therefore find it extremely difficult to compete against the more established sandstone institutions.  Consequently there is every possible chance that there would be a drift of students from the less prestigious to the more prestigious universities. This drift could be exaggerated by the fact that the more prestigious institutions would be able to poach students from the less established counterparts, as they would able to afford to offer various inducements such as semi-subsidised scholarships. 

In the Queensland context there is the very real danger there could be a drift of students away from institutions, like Central Queensland University and the University of Southern Queensland, towards the University of Queensland and to a lesser extent The Queensland University of Technology. 

Accepting full-fee students who have not achieved the required OP score, to gain entry into the course, would lead to a lowering of the overall standard of academic ability in the undergraduate population.  This must occur, as these students were originally regarded by the institution as being academically incapable of undertaking the qualification. The same qualification they are now allowed to study because by fact of having the available funds. 

Hence a lecturer or tutor, faced with a reduction in the overall academic ability of their students, would be forced to structure their teaching at a standard that caters for all levels of ability. It would be extremely difficult for a lecturer to continually refuse the special requirements of fee paying students (which could be a sizable minority) to pitch his or her level of teaching at a lower standard - so they do not fall behind their more academically capable class mates.  The consequence of such a scenario, of course, would be a reduction in the overall quality of the teaching experience enjoyed by all students.  Such an experience would be further deteriorated by the fact that students would have to participate in tutorial discussions and group projects along with students who were less academically capable.

Such a situation would also result in an overall reduction in the quality of work that lecturers could expect from their students to achieve a passing grade.  There is little doubt that markers, in determining grades (especially for assignments), will compare one student’s work to another.  An overall reduction in the quality of work being received would mean that: assessment items previously worth a four, compared to other students in the class may now be worth a five - because they are being compared to lower quality work. 

There is also the distinct possibility that academics may face pressure to pass fee-paying students because university funding is dependent upon them.  This could lead to students who are unworthy of a degree being able to graduate from a university.

It is obvious that if a university accepts academically incapable students, because they have the capacity to pay, then the whole academic integrity of the institution could be bought into question.  Consequently there will be a reduction in the value attached to a university qualification by the community.  This would not only be disastrous for the reputation of Australian universities but would also have a terrible impact on those hardworking students who, through their own efforts, have graduated from university - as the quality of their degree would begin to be questioned. 

Tinning (1997) argues that the student population would greet the introduction of full-fee based undergraduate places at ANU with “near universal dismay”, as they would believe the quality of the education they received to be compromised. He believes, however, that the anger students would feel could go much further.  This would be the situation, as students would believe their place in university to be earned through hard work and dedication. Thus it would be perceived as extremely unfair if students who have not met normal entry requirements were able to buy their way into university.  Student anger would no doubt be directed against the university and could create an environment where students were full of resentment and confrontation towards their institution.  Such a scenario could create a volatile situation where students could be quick to react, should the university made decisions they consider as being to their disadvantage. 

There is little doubt that the public perception of universities would suffer, if undergraduate up-front fees were introduced, because it would go against the basic Australian premise of a fair go for all, and the aim of a fair and equitable society.  

The University of Melbourne’s Vice-Chancellor Professor Alan Gilbert has admitted that the decision of his institution to allow undergraduate fee places Age, (23 April 1997) has hurt his University.  He stated that the decision was “provoking much debate and anxiety, and spawning not a few myths, some downright mischievous”.  Professor Gilbert then specifically stated that one of the dominant concerns expressed was that “fee-paying enrolments will lower standards”.

Hence if Australian universities were to expand the proportion of up-front fee paying domestic places to 50% of all places, then their reputation in the wider community would suffer.  Rightly or wrongly it will be seen as an elitist institution that uses wealth as the basis for its entry requirements, compromising its standards in doing so. 

There is also a concern in respect to how the 50% quota of undergraduate full-fee domestic places will be determined. When the Government originally set the quota of full-fee paying undergraduate places at 25%, a question was raised in that it allowed universities the option of manipulating this quota for their own financial benefit.  There is no reason to believe that the same question wouldn’t be raised if the figure were raised to 50%.

The National Union of Students and National Tertiary Education Union in their Joint Response to Draft Guidelines in the Charging of up-front Fees for Students (1997) argued that the definition of an award course is fundamental to the effective operation of the then 25% limit.  Is the 25% figure an overall figure for a broad Bachelor grouping, such as BA or BBUS, or is it 25% of each strand within the category?  If the figure were 25% of the overall figure then it would allow a university to create more than 25% in the more popular strands attracting the greater fees.  This would be because the increased quota of fee-paying places in these strands would be offset by the relatively few fee-paying position created for other strands.  Hence the overall fee-paying quota for the Bachelor program may not exceed 25%, but this could be achieved by having some strands well above this figure and others well below.

Hence there has to be some guarantee to ensure the 50% figure is applied to each strand within the Bachelor program.  If not, then it could see some strands with a fee-paying quota way above the 50%. This could severely limit the ability of HECS based students to gain entry into such strands.

Thus if the Government allows universities to charge up-front fees for 50% of its domestic undergraduates then assurances must be gained to ensure that there is no manipulation of HECS based enrolments to create a demand for fee paying places.  In their joint response the NUS and NTEU (1997) bring attention to this already occurring at the University of Sydney.  The submission alleges that the university reduced the number of HECS places available so as to make more up-front fees places. This was carried out in the Bachelor of Veterinary Science program by reducing the number of places available of a HECS basis so as to make places available on a fee basis. Also, many students enter specific courses in a full-fee paying capacity and then transfer to a HECS place. This means that students who can afford to pay can bypass the requirements for a HECS place.

It is important to clarify that up-front fees are not the same as up-front HECS.  HECS is a percentage of the course costs; full up-front fees require students to pay for the full cost of their degree. An examination of the 2003 schedule of fees at the University of Queensland, where full up-front fees for domestic undergraduates already exist, clearly shows how the cost of obtaining such a place would be beyond the capacity of all but the very rich

UP-FRONT FEES FOR DOMESTIC UNDERGRADUATE PLACES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF QUEENSLAND - 2003

	PROGRAM
	$ PER UNIT*
	TOTAL PER YR (INC. SSC)*

	Dental Science 
	1,750
	28,000

	Veterinary Science 
	1,800
	28,800

	Law 
	850
	13,600

	Arts/Laws 
	825
	13,200

	Business Management/Law 
	850
	13,600

	Commerce/Law 
	850
	13,600

	Economics/Law 
	850
	13,600

	Journalism/Law 
	875
	14,000

	Environmental Management 

Natural Systems Wildlife/Law 
	925
	14,800

	Environmental Management 

Sustainable Development /Law
	925
	14,800

	Science/Law 
	950
	15,200

	
	
	

	
	
	


It is important to note these are costs per year not the entire cost of the degree.  Vet Science, for example, is a five-year degree that would cost   $144,000 in total.

What do Australian students currently pay compared to their international counterparts?

Australian students already pay a far greater proportion of their higher education than most of their international counterparts.  Evidence to support this is contained in a report released by the Productivity Commission (2003).  In a report it produced, that compares the costs incurred by Australian students in respect to students from overseas universities, it highlights numerous times that Australian students are already paying a very high proportion of the cost of their degree.  For example on page 95, it states that:

 “Australian universities appear to have received a higher proportion of revenue from students than the selected overseas universities”.
Furthermore the Shadow Minister for Employment Education, Training and Science (Ms Jenny Macklin), in a media release (9 Feb, 2003) states that figures obtained by the Federal Opposition show that Australian students and their families in 1998 already contributed almost 44% of university funding.  Only in the United States (53%), Japan (58%) and South Korea (83%) do students and their families contribute more towards the cost of university education.

Macklin, goes on to say that in the year following the study the United States, Japan and South Korea all reduced their reliance on private funding whilst Australia increased.

The QUT Student Guild believes the evidence conclusively shows Australian students are already contributing more than enough towards their higher education. We are opposed to any measures that aim to increase this contribution.
Student Poverty
The QUT Student Guild believes it is essential that any examination of the higher education sector in this country highlight the unacceptable circumstances many Australian university students are forced to live in.  A 2002 Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) study revealed the following:

· Students and unemployed Australians are surviving on social security payments that are between 20% and 39% below the poverty line.

· Mature-aged students over 25 fare the worst with a social security payment that is 39% below the poverty line.

The ACOSS study then goes on to highlight the inequality that exists between the unemployed and mature-aged students. This plays an important role in ensuring that such students remain the most disadvantaged of social security recipients: 

“Mature-aged students receive an Austudy payment that is substantially less than the unemployment benefit and, inexplicably, are also not entitled to Rent Assistance. This means that unemployed adults who seek to upgrade their qualifications by returning to study lose $82 a week when they shift from unemployment benefits to the Austudy payment. This is unfair and counterproductive as it creates a disincentive for unemployed people to improve their prospects of finding work by upgrading their qualifications."
An Australian Vice Chancellor’s Committee (2000) investigation into student finances confirms the inequality that exists between mature-aged students and the unemployed and argues that it is a recurring theme of discontent amongst Austudy recipients.  They quote two Austudy recipients who succinctly sum up the views of such students:

“I know people that have discontinued studies as they can get more money on the dole (than Austudy etc).  This seems ludicrous, as people should be encouraged to get an education”.

“Difficult to live on Austudy alone without working.  It would be good if government subsidised rent assistance like Newstart.  There’s no encouragement to study”.

In regard to students under the age of 25, the AVCC report (p5) goes on to highlight the fact that many such students are receiving no government allowance at all - due to the criteria used in determining eligibility.  Students under 25 are eligible for Youth Allowance on the basis of being either dependent or independent of their parents. In order to be classified as independent a student must satisfy strict criteria.   If they are unable to satisfy these criteria, then the amount of Youth Allowance they receive is dependent on their parents’ income.   Students however are only able to receive Youth Allowance if their parents combined income is less than the ridiculously low figure of approximately $25,000 and payments are reduced as income exceeds this figure.

Consequently the AVCC on page 5 of it report states that 53.3% of all students receive no government benefit because they have not applied.  The main reason for them not applying was they believed their parents’ income to be too high.  A further 5.0% of applications were rejected because the income of the parents of the applicants was deemed to be too high.   

The QUT Student Guild believes that the formula the Government uses to determine a dependent student’s eligibility for Youth Allowance is highly flawed, as it is based on the assumption that parents will pass on sufficient funds to their dependents.  Of course this does not happen in all circumstances. 

The large number of students under 25 not receiving Youth Allowance is of major concern to the QUT Student Guild, as it means most students in this country are forced to mix study with employment in order to survive their days at university.

For example page 13 of the AVCC report shows that more than 70% of full-time undergraduates in 2000 were employed during the semester and on average employed full-time male students spend 14.6 hours per week working whilst their female counterparts spend 14.4 hours.  These figures equate to two full-time days per week.  This would have to place enormous strains on the ability of such students to successfully complete their university commitments.  

The results of the Student Guild’s own survey supports this finding with 62% of students surveyed stating that they had to work in addition to full time study to survive.

Evidence of the impediment work is having on the ability of this country’s students to fulfil their university requirements is revealed on page 14 of the AVCC report, as it states that 7% of students missed classes “frequently” because of work commitments while 21.3% “sometimes” missed classes due to work.  This means that almost one third of Australian students in 2000 missed out on attending university because they were working. 

A study conducted by the NTEU in 2001 also revealed that the percentage of students who were forced to work in order to survive their time at university had increased by 50% since 1984, and that almost 60% of students thought that having to work was having an adverse impact on their studies.

In 2002 the Opposition Shadow Minister for Education, Employment and Training (Jenny Macklin), revealed the degree of poverty faced by Australian university students and the lengths they were going to in order to survive their time as a student. In a media release she referred to a Cosmopolitan magazine study that revealed up to 10 per cent of sex workers in New South Wales were university students. The report detailed how those from the sex industry were regularly placing ads on university campuses to lure desperate students to the sex industry. 

The Government has announced a number of scholarships to assist students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  However the Australian newspaper reported in an article on the 30th of July entitled Scholarships worthless: poor students, that this scheme will do little to alleviate student poverty as the scholarships will count towards income and therefore will effect the level of assistance from the Government.  The article goes as far as saying that:

“Some students are questioning the value of scholarships and have even threatened to give them up because it will affect their other benefits”.

In summary, students are already struggling to survive financially whilst at University.  Any imposition of additional fees will only serve to increase the hardship that such students experience.  The QUT Student Guild calls not only for no fee increases but also for an expansion in the number of students eligible for financial assistance from the Government.  The QUT Student Guild also believes that the level of financial assistance offered by the Commonwealth should be increased, so that students are no longer forced to live below the poverty line. Students deserve to have access to a livable income. They should not be forced to live in poverty in order to better themselves in the future.
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 ‘Backing Australia’s Future’ also states that $404.3 million in further CGS will be available to institutions that meet the Government’s plans for industrial relations ‘reform’ of the sector. Primarily these requirements will be the introduction of Australian Workplace Agreements (AWA).  

Academics applying for research funding would be compelled to sign an AWA. The Government would amend laws to make it a breach of national interest for academic staff at Australian universities to strike.  This would be done by making universities suppliers of essential services under the Workplace Relations Act, hence severely limiting the rights of academics to take industrial action.

According to Dr Carolyn Allport, President of the National Tertiary Education Union:

“The union views with grave concern the suggestion that Government can force research agencies to only give money to researchers who are employed under an AWA or work for an institution which is declared an AWA site”.  

Such policies she goes on to say:

 “Do nothing to enhance the research performance of Australian universities and they send the wrong message to Australian researchers who are working overseas and who the Government has been trying to attract back to Australia”.

In summary the Government’s planned industrial relations reform, as proposed in the Nelson review, aims to take away the rights of workers to undertake collective action in favour of one-on-one agreement, which will seriously erode job conditions.

Institutions, which are seeking funding from this pool, will also need to show conformity with the National Governance Protocols. These encourage the corporate restructuring of university governance. Members of university councils will have to be trustees of the university - not merely delegate representatives, as is now the case. This is a deliberate attack on student’s representatives as well as academics that sit on these bodies. There will also be positions that must be filled by people with requisite commercial experience, but no requirements for positions to be filled by people with academic or scholarly experience.  This is important because it is these councils that will decide on the number of full-fee paying places to be offered and whether or not to charge additional amounts on top of the HECS charges.

Voluntary Student Unionism

The Government plans to attack the viability of student organisations through so-called voluntary student union legislation.  Voluntary student unionism will impact deeply on the lives of all students. Childcare, advocacy and assistance in dealing with the university, part-time employment services, accommodation services, free legal, taxation and Centrelink advice are all services provided by student organisations. These services are heavily utilised by all students and would be lost under voluntary student unionism

In addition, student organisations are the sole providers of recreation and entertainment services on campus. University clubs, concerts, events are all services that would be lost if student organisations were destroyed.  These services enable students to meet with each other and to adjust to life on campus.  The university experience is more than just turning up to lectures. Student organisations enable students to enjoy their time at university and get the most out of their higher education experience. 

Furthermore, the elimination of essential services designed to make students lives at university as rewarding and hassle free as possible would also allow the Government to implement its higher education reforms with less opposition, as it would silence the ability of students to have a collective voice. 

45% of students surveyed at QUT felt that Voluntary Student Unionism would adversely affect them and made the following comments.

“[Under VSU] Access to services provided and the very services themselves would be depleted making the situation more difficult for all and create unfortunate segregation in the uni population”

“I would feel violated – student guild fees are a small price to pay for the representation supplied by the student guild”

 “[Under VSU] I would lose my voice”

The AVCC has given unqualified support to student organisations. The AVCC on page 20 of their response to the budget clearly details its objection to the introduction of voluntary student unionism because, in its own words:

“In every university there are essential services and facilities that are provided for students which are both an important element in the social and cultural life of universities and a part of the education process. Such services are often provided by student organisations, some of which have existed for many years, and are an integral part of university life.

The AVCC strongly supports the view that fees charged for the provision of services for students are an obligation of enrolment, whether the services are provided by student organisations or by the university. It is the prerogative of universities to determine conditions of enrolment. Where student organisations provide an extensive range of services, which the universities recognise as essential, their financial viability is fundamental. It is essential that the student organisations continue to contribute to the ethos of the universities in this way. To do so, however, they must have adequate funds at their disposal. The AVCC believes that representative student organisations work best when membership is universal, and therefore supports universal membership. All universities benefit from the existence of representative student bodies whose members can serve on academic bodies and university committees of various kinds”.

The Government has also failed to mention that in many institutions students can already opt-out of membership to a student organisation by becoming a conscientious objector.

Conclusion

The QUT Student Guild is opposed to the reforms contained in the Government’s “Backing Australia’s Future” paper.  The source of our opposition is that:

· Allowing universities to charge an additional 30% on top of HECS will act as a disincentive to those from lower socio-economic backgrounds to obtain a tertiary education.

· Limiting to five years the period of time that students can access a government subsidised university place will disadvantage those who take longer than this period to complete a tertiary qualification, or who wish to return to university to update their skills and knowledge.

· Increasing the number of full up-front fee places for Australian undergraduates to 50% of total enrolments will mean that wealth rather than merit will be key criteria for entry into university.

· Introducing significant industrial relations will restrict the rights of staff and students to negotiate as a collective voice and will result in the elimination of essential campus services and any sort of campus culture
· The introduction of Commonwealth Education Scholarships is only a token effort to assist the disadvantaged, as they are substantially less than the minimum HECS fees that will be charged and will count towards income in determining the level of government assistance students will receive

.

· The provision of Government funding to private providers diverts scarce public funds to institutions whose sole purpose is to make a profit and not contribute to the well being of Australian society.

· Eliminating the Pensioner Education Supplement over the summer period disadvantages students who have come to rely on this extra income to survive at university and takes no account that many such students will study over the summer period.  It also sets a dangerous precedent for other forms of government assistance being provided to students.
Here are some of the comments that QUT Students made on a survey about the government’s proposals:

“The people making the decision affecting university students today, received their degrees for free and were supported by the Australian people. If we cannot afford the same level of support today, it is necessary to continue to offer affordable education to the future leaders of this country.”

“I really think we should all question the government’s blind and unyielding pursuit of the dollar over Australian people’s minds and lives.”

“All people should have a chance at tertiary study regardless of age, grounds and social standing”
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