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UNEPA’s Response to Backing Australia's Future, and its effect on postgraduate students at the University of New England

Whilst accepting the need for reform of Australia’s universities as proposed in Dr Nelson’s foreword to Backing Australia’s Future, UNEPA does not accept that a “one size fits all” policy can help the University of New England.

The key issues for UNEPA are:

· Reforms do not fit UNE – it will be some $1.5 million worse off in 2005

· Potential for stagnation of UNE’s research climate

· Criteria for eligibility to Commonwealth Grants Scheme:  Workplace Agreements;  VSU;  non-participatory Council – NGP

· Limiting factors of Learning Entitlements and FEE-HELP

· Scholarships – CECS, CAS, APA and access to Equity Groups

Introduction

UNE is unique in that it is a long-established regional university set in a rural community and forms the lifeblood of the city of Armidale.  UNE’s very isolation made it a casualty of the Dawkins reforms when there was an expectation that taking UNE and incorporating the Northern Rivers campus (now Southern Cross University), and the Orange campus could be a successful amalgamation.  The distances and poor communication routes were against this from the start, and resulted in years of problems for the institution which were only resolved by deamalgamation.  Again it seems that reform is likely to be less than beneficial to UNE as the University’s analysis of the proposals which were to provide regional universities with extra funding indicates that UNE will be more than $1.5 million worse off in two years’ time.

Under these circumstances, UNEPA considers the proposed reforms as unsuited to our University, with the potential to undermine the standards and reputation of UNE.  UNE has until now had an excellent reputation in many research and teaching areas and is continuing to develop and improve its offerings in new and exciting ways, as demonstrated in our recent AUQA trial audit.  It is therefore difficult to see how the proposals made in Backing Australia’s Future can support this progress and vision – they do not fit UNE’s unique situation.

Many postgraduates at UNE have received their undergraduate degrees from this institution.  The reputation and value of a UNE degree now hangs in the balance.  A university should be a way forward with progress one of its major goals.  The proposed package of reforms fails to provide such opportunity for UNE.

In order to focus our response onto the issues we see as most important to the postgraduate population of UNE, we will concentrate on items 2, 3 and 4 of the Terms of Reference.

2
The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to:

•
The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons

Although UNEPA has had some reservations on the use of PELS to fund fee paying courses, because of the consequent debt faced by new graduates, the removal of this scheme so soon after its inception to be replaced by FEE-HELP (which has even more serious consequences for student debt) is unwelcome and hardly timely.  We see this as an attempt by successive governments to put more funding pressure on students to try and recover the mountain of debt created through its previous poorly considered attempts to bring in “user pays” through the back door.  In this we do not blame any particular government – it has been a consistent failing by all governments since the 1970s to pay lip service to higher education funding whilst trying to reap the benefits of a highly-educated population which is bearing the burden of education debt in ever-increasing proportions.

Many UNE students come from equity groups and lower socio-economic backgrounds, including rural communities which have been devastated by the drought.  Further debt is likely to be considered insupportable by such groups and the small amount of funding offered by scholarships cannot compensate for this.  Also, there is still a major hurdle to overcome regarding the taxable and income-related status of such scholarships which has to be addressed within and between government departments
 if disadvantaged students are to be encouraged to take up a scholarship.

Following the release last week of reports highlighting the effects of increased HECS debt on students from disadvantaged backgrounds, we can only stress that students from UNE’s traditional catchment areas are likely to be in those groups most affected by these increases, including mature-age students.  We note that the Minister does not put much credence in the findings of these reports, but as UNE probably has one of the highest student populations from areas of society for whom a university education is not the norm, the findings appear to be more far-reaching in their effects on our students.  UNEPA is particularly concerned that debt and funding pressures may prevent many of these graduates from entering postgraduate courses, or at least force them to delay their postgraduate work until later in life, which will tend keep them behind their richer cousins throughout their working life.  Those people who currently take up postgraduate studies after establishing career and family, will no longer be able to pursue further studies due to the costs and loss of HECS places.  Postgraduate coursework degrees will take on a greater corporate focus with access restricted to those individuals sponsored by their employers.  For these reasons the five year limit on HECS funding should be removed.

Although UNEPA welcomes the provision of 31 extra APAs by 2007, we again feel that with the increasing burden of debt being placed on students, for our best and brightest to be free to take on an Honours year (which is the qualifying degree for most young research students) rather than a postgraduate diploma which would qualify them for the workforce, there should be a far greater number of APAs available.  There is a strong disincentive to a cash-strapped student to risk undertaking a fourth year of a Bachelor degree, if there is only a slight hope of receiving a postgraduate scholarship.  We therefore believe that the CECS and CAS scholarships schemes should be doubled to begin with in 2004 with a projected growth over the next three years which would allow for at least a third of students to be covered by both scholarships, with the appropriate changes to the Social Security Act to ensure there is no loss of other support funding.

At UNEPA we believe that the diversity of our population should be reflected in our student population, and the only way this can be achieved is through positive efforts to ensure access to higher education to everyone with the ability to achieve academically, irrespective of their ability to pay.  Without such access, education will become exclusive to the wealthy and fail to provide opportunities for intellectually brilliant young people, from poorer backgrounds, to achieve their full potential.

3
The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies
UNEPA is concerned that the Government will have the potential to dictate the breadth of disciplines offered by particular institutions, creating a funding mechanism which could remove an institution’s ability to explore and make discoveries in new research areas.  If regional campuses are only funded to specialize in disciplines deemed appropriate by the Government this cannot be viewed as progressive or academically healthy.  As postgraduates we believe that a strong research culture at universities is essential in order to maintain and improve the quality of teaching and supervision.  Specialization cannot be dictated by Canberra – without the potential for serendipitous discoveries and the emergence of new areas of research, Australia’s research future is doomed.

4
The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

Another concern is that the new funding system is also dependent on universities’ adherence to National Governance Protocols and compliance with workplace relations policies (despite the fact that universities’ Acts are the subject of State legislation which would need to be repealed and revised to comply with these proposals).  From a student perspective this does not bode well.  Many universities, of which UNE was one, have experienced industrial action over employment issues.  Attempting to remove union influence from campuses by pressuring university administrators to sidestep them, can only inflame staff sentiments towards their rights to belong to a union which would advocate on their behalf in negotiating employment conditions.  If this legislation goes ahead, we can see students’ progress being disrupted both by industrial action and the disaffection that such action engenders.

UNEPA values its postgraduate representative role on University boards and committees, and believes it is vitally important to have stakeholders involved in the governance of the University.  The diverse backgrounds from which student, staff and regional representatives come provide skills and experience, as well as a fundamental interest in the future of the University.

VSU – Student organizations at UNE are a vital part of the university’s infrastructure.  Around three-quarters of our student body are located externally to the campus and their needs are as varied as the many areas of society they represent.  UNEPA is able to support and assist the many external postgraduates we represent through email and telephone contact (we provide a 1300 number for distance students).  On campus we manage the Postgraduate Centre which allows postgraduates 24 hour secure access to mini-office style study carrels fitted with computers.  A lounge room and kitchen provide them with a comfortable place to relax and eat.  Our external members find this facility particularly welcoming and useful when visiting the campus for supervisory and research purposes.  The funding challenges and particularly the changeover period between the end of current funding mechanisms and the switch to “voluntary” funding would jeopardize the ongoing nature of most of UNEPA’s services.  We view VSU as a purely political contrivance, aimed more at removing control from students than saving them money, as there is no doubt that despite the assurances that “universities do not collect fees that are not directly related to course provision,” a funding mechanism for many areas of university infrastructure would be introduced – which students will have to cover.

Conclusion

Many of the proposals made in Backing Australia’s Future, do not appear to have the capacity to assist UNE in its role as a dynamic regional research centre.  The ALP response (Aim Higher) has demonstrated that there are alternatives which could provide a stronger funding base, particularly for institutions such as UNE.  One of the difficulties with Minister Nelson’s package is the stated non-negotiability of any part of it, (although several tweaks have already been made by the Minister himself).  UNEPA believes that any proposals made within a strong framework based on sound practices should be flexible enough to allow for many changes and improvements to be made during its lifetime without its being fundamentally changed.  If the Minister’s package is not robust enough to allow for moderate changes to be made at its inception, changes which are based on experience and current need, then we do not believe the foundations of the package are sturdy enough to support it during its intended lifetime.

�  The provisioned scholarships to assist disadvantaged students of $2,000 for Education Cost (CECS) and $4,000 for Accommodation assistance (CAS), will be counted as income for income support purposes, according to well-established policy under the Social Security Act.  They will not however, be counted as income for income tax purposes.  These students will generally be further disadvantaged in being unable to supplement their Youth Allowance income through employment without penalty when their income exceeds $238 per fortnight or $6,000 for the year.


Depending on when they receive the larger of the scholarships, the $4000, (if they received both this would be a much greater problem) it could be classed by FaCS and Centrelink as a liquid asset and preclude the student from Youth Allowance payments for some period of time.  Given that they will probably be first year students and as such not have developed an income bank for the purposes of YA, they could be seen to be exceeding the income threshold for some months and so impacting on their ability to receive any Youth Allowance for a period of time.  (Information paraphrased from an email discussion on Student Financial Advisors Network Mailing List, between Vince Callaghan, Spokesperson for the Student Financial Advisers Network and the Australian and New Zealand Student Services Association, and Fiona Griffin-Rudder, Student Financing and Scholarships Unit, Higher Education Funding Branch, Department of Education, Science and Training, 29 May 2003)
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