Submission 

to

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education 
References Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding 
and regulatory legislation
	
	

	Submission no:


	346

	
	

	Received:


	15/8/03

	Submitter:
	Mr Joshua Barnes and Mr Ashley Carr

	
	

	Organisation:
	Newcastle University Postgraduate Students’ Association

	
	

	Address:


	Box 5 Hunter Building University of Newcastle, Callaghan NSW 2308

	Phone:


	(02) 4921 8894

	Fax:


	(02) 4921 8895

	Email:


	nupsa@newcastle.edu.au

	
	


Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Relations Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation

A submission by Newcastle University Postgraduate Students' Association

[image: image1.png]


Newcastle University

Postgraduate 

Students’ 

Association
Box 5 Hunter Building

The University of Newcastle, Callaghan 2308

Phone (02) 49218894

Fax (02) 49218895

email-  nupsa@newcastle.edu.au
web - http://www.newcastle.edu.au/assoc/nupsa
OR

www.nupsa.org.au

INTRODUCTION:

This submission will outline the position of Newcastle University Postgraduate Students' Association (NUPSA) in relation the proposed higher education reforms. NUPSA is the postgraduate student representative body for the University of Newcastle and acts on behalf of 3475 postgraduate students. Outlined in this document is an assessment of the reforms with particular focus on the University of Newcastle and the current state of higher education in the region. 

As an affiliated member of the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA), NUPSA fully endorses their submission and recommendations to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Relations Committee.

In this submission, we focus on the terms of reference set by the Committee specifically as they apply to postgraduate students.

Recommendations (from CAPA Submission):

Recommendation 1

CAPA recommends that the Senate reject any legislative measures which:

• enable interest to be charged on student fee loans (PELS,Fee-HELP,etc),

and/or

• allows for increases to either HECS fees or 'up-front'fees,and/or

• enable HECS rates to be varied between institutions.

Recommendation 2

CAPA recommends that the Senate reject any legislative measures which

restricts a university's:

• governance structure,

• industrial procedures,or

• membership of its student organisations.
1. The principles of the Government’s higher education package

A number of principles are guiding the Government’s proposed reforms to the higher education sector. The Newcastle University Postgraduate Students’ Association (NUPSA) has a number of concerns in relation to these principles.

Most importantly the Government is promoting a ‘user-pays’ approach towards higher education. NUPSA feels this goes someway to undermining the public role of universities. The partial deregulation of fees contradicts the current principle, whereby higher education is funded through the national taxation system, indicating the important role universities play in society. Under the proposed reforms individual students will take on the burden of funding our higher education institutions. NUPSA is of the opinion that universities should be funded by the Government, as it is not just the individual that benefits from a high quality education system, but also the public. 

The Government is proposing a number of reforms regarding workplace relations and student representation. There is no doubting the ideological motivations behind such changes. The implementation of Australian Workplace Agreements (AWA’s), and the introduction of Voluntary Student Unionism are cases in point. The removal of student representatives from university governing bodies is of particular concern, in that the Government is undermining the importance of this stakeholder group. 

Further, the Government, through the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, threatens the autonomy and independence of universities, simply by stipulating what programs and courses it is prepared to fund. Funding increases appear to be being used to force universities to cooperate and implement the Government’s reforms. This is odd considering the Government has substantially reduced the funds it allocates to public education, while at the same clearly wanting to determine the internal operation of universities.

Of particular concern for NUPSA is the impact these reforms will have on student debt, which will be discussed in the following section of this document.

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.

· The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the different impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment, and

· The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the ‘learning entitlement’.

Financial Impact Upon Students:

NUPSA has serious concerns regarding the impact of fee deregulation and real-interest rates associated with proposed HECS-HELP and FEE-HELP. The outcome of these reforms clearly points towards a increase in overall student debt. The social and economic impact of debt on students appears to have been overlooked in the formulation of the Government’s higher education package. NUPSA believes that it is of great importance that the effect of student debt be assessed with respect to matters such as emigration, the capacity to borrow money, job choice, and access of equity groups to education.

Between 1989 and 2002, 1,077,675 Australians accrued a HECS debt and it is estimated that the currently level of student accumulated HECS debt totals over 9 billion dollars.
 When the Higher Education Legislation Amendment Bill was passed in 1996 the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Committee issued a caveat to its support for the Bill stating that:

In view of the uncertainty surrounding the impact of the new HECS, the Committee believes it is crucial that the effects of the measure are monitored and analysed closely by relevant bodies.

Despite the Australian higher education system being increasingly on student debt for funding, the Government disestablished the only body monitoring the impact of this debt – the Higher Education Council. 

In 1999-2000, the number of Australians emigrating was the highest ever recorded and  in the 5 years prior, the number of Australian-born people leaving Australia permanently had doubled over the last five years.
 In New Zealand (where paradoxically student debt incurs real interest rates) student debt has been linked to emigration. A report by the NZ House of Representatives found that graduates have left the country either in pursuit of higher salaries overseas with which to pay back their student loan or in order to avoid repaying their debt.

The capacity to borrow money for causes such as home loans, is impaired by student debt. Research has revealed that directly related to first home ownership is the capacity of people with student debt to access additional finance
. This information could well be reflected in recent statistics that levels of home ownership in Australia have fallen over the last 10 years, and are predicted to continue to fall.

A further impact of increased university fees that the Government has not considered, is that graduates may be more inclined (and even forced) to pursue high paying jobs as a means of recovering from high levels of debt. A significant ramification of this, could be that important community or public service positions are overlooked through lack of financial incentive.

Members of equity groups will be significantly affected by increases in costs of education. Recent studies in the UK and US have found that debt aversion is a significant deterrent for entry into higher education, particularly for those of lower social-economic backgrounds, lone parents and other minority groups.

Recent reports point to the impact of increased fees upon the participation rates of mature aged students and those from low socio-economic backgrounds. Up to 43% of all students enrolled last year at Newcastle University, were mature aged students.
Before student debt is considered as a policy solution for inadequate public investment in higher education, the wider social and economic impact of this debt should be researched. This is of particular importance to the University of Newcastle, considering that it has one of the highest rates of ‘first family member’ to attend a university and a relatively high percentage of enrolments from low socio-economic backgrounds.

International comparisons:

Compared to other nations, Australian government investment on higher education is embarrassingly low, rating 4th lowest in OECD nations.
 This figure could be reflected in the fact that Australia’s standing in research and development has slipped among other OECD nations in recent years. NUPSA consider that NUPSA urges the senate to consider such statistics in the review of the Government’s proposed higher education reforms.

NUPSA stands by the CAPA response to the Crossroads discussion paper on the financing of Australian higher education, were it was recommended that public funding for Australia’s public universities be increased to levels comparable with the top quartile of OECD nations (as a proportion of GDP).

NUPSA deems that Australian higher education is under funded, despite the proposed funding arrangements in the Backing Australia's Future package. We also refer to figures from the NTEU showing that of the $1.46 billion claimed by the Government as new funding to higher education, only $753 million can truly be called 'new' when savings through the abolition of funded over enrolments, and the clawback in operating income (which will become contingent on industrial and other requirements) are considered.

3. The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies.

NUPSA expresses disappointment in the fact that research and research training is not adequately addressed in the proposed reforms. A number of problems exist within the Research Training Scheme that need to be attended to in consultation with the Government and universities. As research plays an integral part in higher education, NUPSA does not feel that the Government is appropriately dealing with this important issue.

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.

One of the major concerns for NUPSA is with respect to how the proposed reforms will affect student representation on university governing bodies. The reforms indicate that the overall representation of students will be reduced and potentially removed from the governance of the institutions. 

Under protocol 3 of the National Governance Protocols for Public Higher Education Institutions, the university councils and senate will be given the authority to remove student representation if there is reason to suggest that they are acting in the interests of students rather than the university. It is clear that there will be a conflict here as the purpose of student representation on university councils is to act in the interests of students.

NUPSA continues to play a vital role on University Councils and Committees, and this is respected by a large percentage of the University population. 

5. Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sector
At the core of NUPSA’s position on higher education is the belief that the benefits of a quality higher education for Australian people as a whole. And indeed the economic implications more than validate a system that is publicly funded. 

Even if the economic value of the higher education system is to be examined in isolation, the net benefit for the government well exceeds the Commonwealth contribution. Research from The University of Melbourne estimate that ‘the current net benefit to the government is in excess of $9 billion dollars per year.’

The Greens suggestion of reversing the $4/week tax cut (2.4 Billion/year) and investing in Australia’s higher education sector is significant in that it maintains the idea that higher education benefits the public and community.

The Australian Labor Party has also suggested a number of alternatives, which go some way to addressing the problems facing higher education at present. However, NUPSA feels that much more needs to be done to foster a strong teaching and learning environment. 
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