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NATIONAL UNION OF STUDENTS (WA) SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE INQUIRY INTO HIGHER EDUCATION FUNDING AND REGULATORY LEGISLATION
 Principles of the Government’s Higher Education Agenda
Federal Education Minister, Dr Brendan Nelson launched the Higher Education review in April 2002 with the message that, “There are a number of challenges facing our university sector. My discussions with Vice-Chancellors, students, educators and others in the sector to date have highlighted a range of issues which merit close scrutiny. These include governance and university management, workplace relations, financing, student access and equity of opportunity, attracting and retaining quality staff, and university efficiency and responsiveness
.”

In line with the government’s perception that individuals gain substantially from their education, they are advocating changes to funding mechanisms in the higher education system that will shift the focus away from public provision of university places by the federal government, towards placing a far greater the burden onto individual education recipients
Maintenance of higher education system which is affordable and accessible to those who aiming to take up places, was another key principle of the Review. Tens of thousands of students miss out on the limited number of HECS places that are available each year and a recent report that was hitherto hidden by the Minister, confirms that thousands more have declined HECS places since differential HECS was introduced in 1997
.

International competitiveness and flexibility were two of the key concerns of the review. The drive to have an Australian university in the top 100 in the world has been a fundamental principle of the Government and it was believed that a review of this nature would derive outcomes that could allow this to occur.

Streamlining, rationalising, workplace reforms and the replacement of so-called ‘sectional interests’ with corporate external corporate representatives on University governing bodies, are key aspects of the government’s agenda for higher education. It must be noted here that the government has been willing to accept that some universities will inevitably be forced to rationalise their course offerings, or if necessary merge or close down in this process. For example, during a speech in June 2002, Nelson posed the question,  “Can we encourage universities to specialise in that which they choose
…?”

A part of the process of making universities more “relevant” to industry, is that certain funding will be linked to the meeting of certain ‘national’ priorities and income generation. In practice, this will require universities to focus on areas of education that are linked to prominent and/or potentially prominent growth areas within the marketplace.
Merit Selection
The new system will make it less likely that people from disadvantaged and/or diverse backgrounds gain entry to university and saddle them with debts for a significant period of their working lives Others  marginally missing out on places may be forced onto fee-help and be straddled with lifelong debt. 

According to a report in the Sydney Morning Herald, various paragraphs suppressed in a 2001 DEST report suggested that,  " after the (introduction of higher differential HECS fees) in 1997 there was a fall in the proportion of school leavers who applied to studied at university and a reduction in the proportion of older people applying to study especially those with no previous experience of higher education and 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
."
Using the government's own data there has been a decline in the participation rates of working class, regional and mature age students over the last decade. Regional numbers of students rose between 1990 and 1996 but are now below 1991 levels. The introduction of differential HECS and declining income support levels have been major factors in the decline of regional students attending university to a level of only 29%.  
In New Zealand, where fees are deregulated, A House of Representatives report found that: "the result of high fees is that students choose courses for purely financial reasons (that is, the cheapest courses and/or those most likely to lead to high-paying careers are undertaken)
."  Debt averse students (typically from lower socio-economic backgrounds) may end up taking on HECS places studying courses they would not otherwise had done but which carry smaller HECS fees.. The most appropriate students will not end up in the degrees for which they are most suited or perhaps capable of performing in.)  This can only compromise the quality of many programmes where ability will no longer be the sole discerning factor for application and selection.

Students from lower socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to come from public secondary providers. Reports have shown that these students are already less likely to gain access to HECS places. Monash University researchers recently concluded that 51% of private school students attain a plus 90% TER compared to 11% in public schools. Increased and derived demand, especially for courses in Go8 universities who are more likely to decrease the number of HECS places to make way for some part of the 50% allowable FEE-HELP places. This will make competition for HECS places even greater. The effect of this disparity on chance of entrance will only increase as scores increase.

 The “Learning Entitlement.”
There are a raft of concerns that exist with regards to the introduction of the so-called “Learning Entitlements”.

Because of the proposed limitation of funded studies to five years, many students will be obliged to accept FEE-HELP places to continue their education. This will have equity implications for those wishing to pursue graduate degrees, those who’s choice of career demands postgraduate study (eg Midwives or Psychologists) or those who wish to return to study to improve or acquire new skills after only a few years in the workforce.  Poorer students are more likely to reject further studies despite their capacity or relative level of achievement, as the prospect of FEE-HELP may act as a deterrent. The opportunities to pursue such studies may fall to less capable students, including those wealthier students who have entered into the Higher Education system as FEE-HELP students, but who access HECS-HELP places by transferring across after one or more years. For these students, they will be able to more easily map out their chosen course of studies, as they will have the benefit of changing their degree to something that better suits their needs before using up their ‘entitlement.’ For many students that enter in into HECS-HELP place this will not be an option. It is foreseeable, that the distinctions that are beginning to emerge in terms of TER scores between HECS students and their full-fee counterparts will be further entrenched across undergraduate degrees as well as in graduate and post-graduate places
.

Debt

Government calculations on student/govt contributions to the cost of Higher Education, do not recognise the fact that the majority of debt has been accumulating in the last six years. The changes to the system in 1997, whereby differentiated HECS bands were introduced and fees rose dramatically, has not been accurately represented. This is because, the bulk of the graduates who are currently repaying their HECS debts are doing so under the pre-1997 arrangements. As more graduates with post-1997 HECS arrangements begin to enter the workforce, the ratio of student/govt contributions that  reflects the current year’s fiscal arrangements will necessarily rise to reflect the true state of affairs.. In contrast with the government’s view, we believe that the current rate if student contribution to course costs is about 36% and rising
. Contributions to Higher Ed funding Total level of debt will reach $13 billion by 2006-7
, the bulk of which has been accumulated in the last few years. If the reforms are implemented, this may escalate the rate of debt accumulation dramatically.
Practical Implications of Escalating debt

One of the signs of the effect of large study debts of the future economic activity of graduates are the declining home ownership levels and the increasing age of first home ownership. The decline in home ownership has the flow on effect of pushing the rental rates upwards. The Australian Bureau of Statistics has cited study debt as one of the contributing factors behind this trend.  There is also concern about impact of very large study debts on graduate's access to private financing. A study in New Zealand, by the Bank Loan Ombudsman, found that many mortgage applications were being refused on the basis of applicant's study debts despite study debt not officially being meant to be included in the calculation of an applicant's assets and liabilities. 

There are also serious concerns about the impact of the very large study debts on the superannuation contributions of graduates. If many graduates are going to be still paying off their study debts well into their forties this can not but have major ramifications on decisions about making voluntary salary sacrifices to pay for their retirement.
Gender Equity

There is a gender aspect to the study debt issue. Women will generally take significantly longer to repay their debts as their average earnings are likely to be lower and they are much more likely to take extended periods out of the labour force or in part- time work due to child-rearing and family responsibilities. For many women the study debt will be hanging over them for the duration of their working lives. Under the proposed changes, it may only be women with partners capable of maintaining their welfare and that of their children, as well as servicing the large debts that will be incurred  that will be able to take time out of work to have children . This will be especially significant for those women from less advantaged backgrounds, who may have taken on FEE-HELP loans to gain access to degrees favourable to high-earning careers later on in life.

Other Social Implications

There are further ramifications for the potential benefits society can reap from higher education .For example with increased debts, career decisions will be affected, especially for those who have taken on FEE-HELP in the hope of finding well paid employment after studying.  Financial considerations may prevent a law graduate performing pro bono community legal centre/legal aid work or doctors will be amiable to work in lower paying positions in the public service or Non-government Organisations such as the Red Cross or Médicins sans Frontières., 

Income Support

Australia is struggling to keep up with other nations in terms of income support. It is estimated that by 2005, only 1 in 5 students will be able to gain access to income support Current welfare assistance to students averages about 37% below the poverty line
.  This leaves about 72 per cent of full-time students with no option but to work during semester - an increase of about 50% since 1984. At least 3 per cent of full-time students work in full-time employment. Full-time students work an average of 14.5 hours a week, a three-fold increase since 1984, one in 10 students take out loans to continue studying. The average loan amount is $4000
, further exacerbating student debt and debt-related problems faced by graduates.  It was recently announced that there will be 5000 additional reviews of Austudy recipients and 23,000 reviews of those receiving full-time Youth Allowance.  . These reviews will further reduce the number of students who are able to access welfare payments

The Government's package plans to introduce limited number of scholarships will do little more than balance the prospective increases in fees and will do little in practice to help those students who really need assistance.  

Case study

A student from the country faces particular problems, for example: an agriculture HECS-HELP place will probably cost $7137 per year, up from $5,242. Even with one of the (scarce) $2000 scholarships, in net terms students will only be $5 better off and still have a debt of $5137 p.a.

This same student is unlikely to be able to access Youth Allowance, especially as regional students are more likely to come from families with assets (e.g. farms) that will decrease their eligibility.  Even if they can claim a $4000 scholarship, with average rent in Perth around $90 P.W., over the course of the year they will be $680 out of pocket and will likely have to join the 70% of regional and rural students working more than 2 days per week, or delay their entry to Higher Education to an age closer to 25-at which point they won't be eligible for rent assistance under Austudy.  Of course the longer someone must wait to get into university the fewer years they'll spend providing social benefit and generating income and economic growth for the country.
These limited scholarships are ultimately a placebo in the search for a cure for equitable accessibility to higher education. For example, student (a) pays full fees and gets in to course X on 60%. Student (b) is prepared to take on a big debt and gets in on 68%. Student (c) Gets 85% and gets a scholarship. Student (d) Gets 75% and is from a poor family with a history of debt - they cannot get a scholarship and forego higher education. Is student D less deserving of a place at university than students A and B?

International Comparisions
Australia comes out badly in international comparisons in terms of the range and general criteria for student assistance and alternative sources of income. Many countries offer a range of welfare benefits under criteria which Australia does not. Age and personal/parental income status are perhaps the key areas on concern in Australia.

The Euro Student 2000 study provides some points of comparison between Australia and European countries. For example, the Monash study showed that more than 80% of Australian students were employed during semester which ranks Australian students as the second most likely to be employed in comparison to those in Europe, (for example only 48% are employed in France); Australian students received 51% of their total income from employment which is also at the upper end of the range found in Europe
. 

The UK Secretary for Education has recently announced that the family-income threshold for students to qualify for their new university maintenance grants is likely to be raised to meet the government's promise that 30% of students will qualify for the award. This compares with the 20% or so of Australian students that qualify for any assistance. In a recent submission, the AVCC argued that this could be mitigated against, by decreasing the age of independence from 25 to 21. 

 Provision For Skills Shortages 

Nelson's solution to regional medical needs, to indenture doctors for six years may well backfire. When a student is forced to decide between one high cost/high return course (medicine) that entails six years trapped in a country town and another (law) that does not, which will she choose

?  This will mean less doctors nation wide, not just in the bush. Increasing student debt and decreasing academic freedom will exacerbate skills shortages, regional equity problems and more graduates may leave Australia to escape their debt.

Issues Of Institutional Autonomy, Governance, Academic Freedom And Industrial Relations

According to Sub-Clause 8.1 of the Government's Back Australia's Future Policy Paper the Commonwealth will provide $55.2 million over two years from 2006 for the Workplace Productivity Programme
. However, this funding will be made contingent on universities demonstrating a commitment to an ideologically driven workplace reform agenda. This agenda has manifested itself in many areas of the economy since the 1996 Workplace Reforms Act and is further evidence of the desire of this government to drive a wedge between workers and their co-workers. This policy is not roundly supported by Vice Chancellors
 and appears to be nothing more than the fulfilment of a long-held desire to destroy collectively based enterprise bargaining on campuses. 
Sub-Clause 8.2 (pp 37-38) of the Policy Paper, Changes to the Workplace Relations Act 1996, defines industrial action that takes the form of withholding students' examination results as action that "…does not constitute fair and reasonable industrial action." This sub-clause seems to automatically place the onus of blame on the employees, precluding the possibility that the withholding of exam results could be the product of unreasonable behaviour on the part of the management. The sub-clause continues; "An amendment will be made to the Workplace Relations Act 1996 to amplify the power of the Australian Industrial Relations Commission (AIRC) to end protected industrial action, by requiring the AIRC to take particular account of the welfare of particular classes of people, that is, people who are clients of health, community services or education systems, including students."

It is quite possible that such changes will be open to abuse by management, in that management may deliberately prolong the negotiation of a replacement agreement so that an impending impasse occurs during the examination period, thus excluding the option of legal industrial action by the staff as enshrined in the Workplace Relations Act of 1996, referred to in the Policy paper; "…higher education employees, like all employees, are permitted to undertake industrial action in the context of negotiating a replacement agreement after the expiry of their current agreement."

Sub-Clause 8.3, Association of Governing Bodies of Australian Universities (p 38), facilitates the establishment of an Association of Governing Bodies of Australian Universities. It is claimed that said Association "…will improve the capabilities of university leadership by coordinating and promoting professional development opportunities for members of university governing bodies."

This Sub-Clause raises several questions that go unanswered; who will sit on this Association? What interests will they represent? What mechanisms of decision-making and transparency will exist?  And to whom will they be responsible?

Sub-Clause 2.2, Increased Commonwealth Course Contributions (p 15), states; "To ensure the long term sustainability and quality of the sector within an environment of limited deregulation and international competition, the Commonwealth will inject a further $404.3 million into the higher education sector by incrementally increasing its contribution per student place by 2.5 per cent from 2005, building to a 7.5 per cent increase by 2007." This funding is, by the Commonwealth's admission, integral to maintaining the quality of Higher Education in Australia and the economic well being of this nation. By the admission of former Federal Education Minister, Dr David Kemp, in a leaked Cabinet document from October 1999, this funding is desperately needed.

Yet the government sees fit to adopt the socially irresponsible strategy of making this much-needed funding contingent on the satisfaction of their own ideological industrial agenda; "This increase in funding will be provided once an institution has adhered to the National Governance Protocols (see Attachment A) and has demonstrated compliance with the Commonwealth's workplace relations policies. In particular, enterprise agreements should not preclude the option of negotiating Australian Workplace Agreements."  
It is established elsewhere in the Policy Paper that the mild statement; "…enterprise agreements should not preclude the option of Australian workplace Agreements" actually entails a requirement for the "active offering" of Australian Workplace Agreements.

Sub-Clause 2.3 - National Governance Protocols (pp 15-16) - states that universities "…need to be run in a business-like fashion. Anachronistic governance arrangements, in which universities have up to 35 Council members and an average of 21, are not conducive to sound decision making." The implication here is that representative democracy is not conducive to sound-decision making. It is undeniable that responsible fiscal policy is necessary to ensure the survival and prosperity of any university. It is equally undeniable that different areas on campus require representation on the peak decision-making body of the university. Private enterprise, state enterprise, the general public, students and staff are all stakeholders in higher education. Staff and students are already under-represented.

For the purposes of determining "…the interests of the university" we must define "the university". The university as a corporate entity? As a learning environment? As a workplace? The University is defined in Attachment A - National Governance Protocols for Public Higher Education Institutions - as "the institution taken as a whole having regard for its objects". 

The 'recommended' objects are listed in point A.2; of grave concern is the absence of references to ensuring; 

a)   Adequate pay and conditions for staff

b)   Quality and integrity of education 

c)   Accessibility and equity for students and potential students


Sub-Clause 2.3 states; "Councils will not exceed 18 members and will have at least two members with financial expertise and one with commercial expertise. The majority of members will be external to the institution."  This is, no doubt, an attempt to ensure 'impartiality'. It seems naïve to assume such members will be incapable of acting as "delegate or representative of a particular constituency" external to the University. Today Western Australia's Murdoch University Senate has 29 members. It has eight members appointed by the Governor and only one elected by General Staff. Where will the reduction in the size of university governing bodies be made? Almost certainly said reduction will be in the number of 'vested interest' representatives - the students and staff.  It is often only these staff who knows enough about the institution to be able to identify financial weaknesses and truly monitor the behaviour of the executive.  In normal corporate governance members of the board are appointed for their expertise in the companies area of operation, all too often external members have little or know experience of running an educational institution other than their dated personal experience of a system when only 12% went to university and all were fully funded and staff/student ratios were half what they are now.
We would assert that those with the greatest expertise to bring to the board on educational matters are professional academic staff, their general staff colleagues and the student representatives.

The primary duties described above imply that a lack of "commercial approach" would be a violation of duty. If a member of a university's governing body takes a stand against the 'soft marking' of full-fee paying students, or the allowing of full-fee paying students to pass after being caught plagiarising or otherwise cheating, both phenomena already occurring in Australian universities, will they be seen as jeopardising revenue, therefore acting in a commercially irresponsible way, and removed? Will a member of the governing body who believes that the offering of individual workplace agreements at the university has been done in an intrusive or intimidating manner, and takes action to prevent this, be perceived and treated in a similar way?
Ultimately, on such matters, the University is answerable to the Minister, not the university population or the public; "10. The Institution must keep the Commonwealth Minister for Education informed of any significant event affecting the institution or its subsidiaries which may affect its capacity to meet its obligations as set out in its funding agreement with the Commonwealth." The Minister must be informed of adequate engagement with the corporate sector, adequately 'active' offering of Australian Workplace Agreements and perhaps the adequate provision of 'special treatment' of full-fee students?

In the arena of university workplace relations, the government agenda is also problematic. Issues of institutional independence aside, the proposed imposition of Australian Workplace Agreements on our Universities are a cause for grave concern. A common law individual agreement must sit completely above whatever is the existing industrial instrument regulating a particular workplace. That is, there cannot be single term in the common law individual arrangement which falls below any of the terms of the latest industrial instrument in the workplace. In order to register an Australian Workplace Agreement, on the other hand, the agreement need simply pass a no disadvantage test, which is not measured against the existing industrial instrument regulating the workplace but rather against the award.
Current AWA awards on average pay 15% below existing agreements
. And in passing the no disadvantage test not every term and condition need be above that of the award but simply all the terms and conditions considered as a whole must be roughly equivalent to the award. This means that many award conditions can be undermined by Australian Workplace Agreement. Worse still, Australian Workplace Agreements that fail the no disadvantage test can still be registered if it is determined to be in the public interest to do so.

In commercial law, practices that would ordinarily have been considered collusive conduct and a breach of the Trade Practices Act can be approved by the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission if expectations that each of the individual parties involved can negotiate on anything like equal terms are found to be unfair and unrealistic
.  Commercial law clearly provides for bargaining rights. It contains within it notions of fairness and equality of bargaining power. The common law in the context of contractual negotiations also has doctrines of unconscionability and equality of bargaining power.

Australian Workplace Agreements are removed from the common law and doctrines relating to unconscionability and inequality of bargaining power simply do not apply to them. In combination with the fact that in Australia there are no collective bargaining rights this creates an environment conducive to situations such as that that occurred at BHP's operations in the Pilbara. In that case almost the entire workforce came together under the banner of their respective unions and approached BHP and indicated that they wanted to negotiate a union collective agreement as they had done 3 or 4 times before. But BHP, quite lawfully, was able to completely ignore that request. It was then able to approach workers individually and seek to have them sign individual agreements
. Given that those workers and many others must choose between the individual agreement and unemployment, combined with there being no rights for the collective bargaining in Australia, the Australian Workplace Agreements legislation is very clearly in breach of our obligations as a country under the International Labor Organisation conventions.
· According to the DEWR Workplace Agreements Database: 

· Official statistics on wages received by members of a trade union (far more likely to be covered by a collective agreement) in comparison with those received by employees who are not a member of a trade union show that union members earn more than non-union members across major occupational groups. 

· Over the past decade collective bargaining has grown to become the main method for achieving wage increases for union members. 

· Collective agreements including unions consistently deliver better wage outcomes than non-union collective agreements.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics reported in May, 2000, that workers on collective agreements made an average of 5% more money a week than those on individual agreements. The same survey found that in the public sector, including universities, 78% of employees were covered by collective agreements. 

Australia is included in the small group of OECD countries in which average hours for full-time employees have been increasing over the past twenty years. The USA and UK are among this group, however, whereas the extra hours in the US appear to be largely in the form of increased paid overtime and the extra hours in the UK appear to be made up of increases in both paid and unpaid overtime, the much more substantial growth in extended hours in Australia seems to be almost entirely composed of increases in unpaid overtime.
Examples of conscious changes in working-time duration in the recent period include the reductions in standard working-time in Portugal, Japan, Germany, the Netherlands and France. In these cases working-time reductions took place through regulatory initiatives, either through legislation or collective agreements. To be effective, such regulatory initiatives must include measures not only to reduce standard hours but also to impede the emergence of extended actual hours.

The research of Iain Campbell from the Centre For Applied Social Research at RMIT University suggests that the structure of working-time regulation defines the opportunities for extended hours to emerge. Actual outcomes depend on the calculations and choices of the key social actors - employers and employees (and their trade unions). Thus they depend on a range of factors, which reach well beyond the opportunities offered by gaps in working-time regulation. Campbell writes; "A recent OECD report (OECD, 1998, 167) provides an outline of working-time regulation in 27 countries. This identifies the central weaknesses of working-time regulation in Australia. It is possible to find a relatively comprehensive, common specification of normal hours for full-time employees in Australia. Provision for overtime premia for extra hours above this specification is patchier, but it would probably apply to the majority of employees. However, the Australian system, in contrast to most regulatory systems, is missing the crucial maxima, eg definitions of maximum overtime hours and maximum daily and weekly hours. 
Provision for overtime premia - even where they exist - cannot be a substitute for maxima, since they generally offer only an arbitrary, often-fragile barrier to employer pressures for extended hours. This omission opens up major gaps in Australia, in which extended hours working, often in poor quality forms, can survive and flourish. If we take into account the prevalence of other gaps, eg gaps in coverage and gaps in enforcement, it is clear that the Australian system, in contrast to most regulatory systems, is extremely porous. It provides many opportunities for extended hours and even very extended hours working. Australia, together with its trans-Tasman neighbour, appears unusual in cross-national comparison in the extent to which it succumbed to neo-liberal notions of labour market deregulation. Policy makers in Australia have grafted on to an inadequate inherited system of awards an even more inadequate system that fosters small islands of single-employer collective agreements and a sea of individual contracting. The effect is to widen the gaps within which much extended hours can emerge
."

The distinctive Australian experience of lengthening hours is linked to the inadequacies of the current system of working-time regulation. Australian Workplace Agreements would further open up such gaps in working-time regulation to abuse. The last eight years in Australian industrial relations have been characterised by the decline of collective bargaining and the rise of 'workplace flexibility' and individual workplace agreements. Today 42% of workers are on individual contracts while 35% are on collective agreements and Australia ranks second only South Korea in terms of levels of precarious employment
. Almost all the new jobs created since 1993 have been in low-paid, part-time and casual work. 87% of all new jobs created in the 1990s paid less than $26 000 per annum and nearly 50% paid less than $15 600 per annum
. 

The Government plans to make much-needed funding for our universities contingent on universities placing their staff on agreements which, on average, mean less pay, lower levels of job security and more hours for workers.

 Universities desperate for more money are compelled to rely on corporate sponsorship and full-fee paying students. Having created the crisis this government seeks to make students pay to alleviate it. The students pay by enduring increased fees, decreased academic freedom and decreased academic integrity (soft marking etc). In the report, “Academic Freedom and Commercialisation of Australian Universities”, released by the Australian Institute, Executive Director Dr Clive Hamilton analysed perceptions of the present state of academic freedom in Australian universities.

165 academics were surveyed across thirteen universities. He said the study was exploratory but its findings reflected deep unease among Australian academics and could not be ignored.

He said key findings included:

· 92 per cent of academics surveyed reported a degree of concern about the general state of academic freedom, with 37 per cent reporting major concern.

· 73 per cent felt there had been a deterioration in academic freedom over the past four years, with 45 per cent saying the impact was major.

· Of the 73 percent who thought that the state of academic freedom had deteriorated, 81 percent blamed the increasing commercialisation of their university, with 48 percent regarding it as a major factor.

· 17 per cent said they had been prevented from publishing contentious research results. 

· 41 percent said they had experienced discomfort with publishing such results.

· 49 per cent said they had experienced a reluctance to criticise institutions that provided large research grants or other forms of support.

· Approximately five percent said they had experienced pressures to admit and pass full fee-paying students.

· 27 percent expressed low levels of satisfaction with their freedom to determine student standards.

Asked to nominate the systemic effects of commercialisation, academics listed:

· increased workloads, in part due to writing competitive tenders and developing and marketing commercial courses.

· pressure to attract industry research funding and consulting contracts, which has the effect of channelling research into "safe" areas.

· emphasis on fee-based courses, resulting in a lowering of student standards.

· the promotion of vocational courses and research at the expense of speculative and critical disciplines.

· more corporate management structures, which undermine collegial decision-making processes.

One academic commented: "'Research' is increasingly defined in terms of bringing in money and 'friend raising' in the wider community-which often means tailoring research projects and findings to flatter the funders/friends
."

Queensland University academic Dr William De Maria highlighted the growing business domination of universities in a submission to a Senate committee inquiry into higher education. De Maria, of the university's Centre for Public Administration, reported that large companies were funding some 100 professorial posts at universities. De Maria referred to the Colgate-Palmolive chair of general dental practice at the University of Queensland, the Microsoft chair of computing at Macquarie University, and the FAI Insurances chair of finances at the Australian Graduate School of Management. Other examples included Newcastle University's Clay, Brick and Paver chair in structural clay brickwork and the BHP professor of steel working at Wollongong University. Aristocrat, Australia's largest poker-machine manufacturer, funds the University of Western Sydney's chair of gambling research.

In addition, major companies invest considerable sums in establishing university research centres. De Maria cited Motorola's $50 million software centre at the University of Western Australia.

De Maria said that in some of the partnerships, university departments became a firm's de facto research division, with the company often holding the rights to exploit results for up to 18 months before the university could release them publicly.

Even where corporate research grants had no such strings attached, researchers were pressured not to produce findings critical of, or unhelpful to, the company involved. De Maria told the Senate hearing that his university's commercial arm, Uniquest, had refused to disclose its contractual obligations to Colgate-Palmolive, citing commercial in-confidence clauses. This secrecy denies the public any right to know how the universities are being commercially exploited. Moreover, it prevents academics from examining the impact of sponsorship on the integrity of research.

A summary of the results along with some of the evidence, including questionnaire responses and the interview results was submitted to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee Inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia's higher education needs. The submission pointed out that the media attention given to the report in early 2001 focussed on one aspect of the study results, the issue of preference for full fee-paying students (FFPS). However the study had not specifically set out to investigate the issue of FFPS. Two survey questions included items that related to some extent to the issue of student standards and fee-paying students and these had drawn unsolicited comments.

The drive to market flexible fee-based courses, particularly on-line courses and distance packages, also challenged the ownership of course material and had the potential to erode academics' intellectual capital. The emphasis on 'market' demand required more corporate management structures in universities which, in turn, eroded collegial decision-making structures.

Perhaps the issue of academic freedom can best be countenanced by beginning with a case study. Tenured Associate Professor Ted Steele, internationally renown for his pioneering work in immunogenetics, has been a staff member of the University of Wollongong for 16 years when he was dismissed without notice on February 26 2001. The Vice Chancellor Gerard Sutton accused him of "knowingly spread false allegations" about the University. This amounted to no more than publicly opposing the upgrading of student marks. The grades of two students were upgraded within Steele's department, against his recommendations and those of an external referee. Steele rejected demands from Sutton to withdraw his remarks. 
Ted Steele says his position has always been very simple, " I knowingly spread the truth about a shonky B.Sc/B.Biotech Hons assessment process which allowed fail/borderline pass students to be upgraded to mid range pass (Hons 2 II) or PhD entry (Hons 2 I ) against expert evaluation and opinion". This example illustrates the willingness of a university administration to sacrifice academic standards and academic freedom for commercial reasons in the current environment. .

Postscript:

Every Australian uses higher education in one way or another. They value their own freedom and that of the educated individuals who provide them with services - engineers, doctors, historians, nurses, scientists, etcetera. Academic freedom is critical to maintaining the quality of services enjoyed by Australians, yet Australia has no constitutional guarantee of academic freedom.

While, for example, the Japanese Constitution includes Article 19; Freedom of Thought and Conscience - "Freedom of thought and conscience shall not be violated." And Article 23; Academic Freedom - "Academic freedom is guaranteed.", Australia's Constitution has no provision for the guarantee of rights.

We must guard academic freedom with eternal vigilance and be extremely wary of any proposal to make universities depend on the vagaries of market forces, other than that of public requirements, for their survival.

There is serious concern amongst Academics, students and the community, that there is already a movement within the upper levels of university administrations to ensure that course co-ordinators consider the commercial relevance of programmes that are offered. In many universities there has been a scaling back of courses that are offered purely for academic interest or for their capacity to provide intellectual stimulation in favour of those which real or potential commercialisation exists.. This will impact not just on the diversity and rigour of academic research, but also on the availability of many liberal arts subjects and the content of subjects in many other fields. Study of the humanities becomes more and more essential as the fabric of our society crumbles.  Introducing programmes aimed simply at increasing production without addressing societies other needs is short sighted at best, a disaster for society at worst.

Alternative Policy And Funding Options For The Higher Education Sector.
.

A   Graduate Levy 
Main features: no set tuition fees, graduates repay specified levy at a progressive rate once above determined income threshold. Universities and Government negotiate distribution based on graduate numbers, course-related factors and research funding needs

Like HECS and PELS/FEE-HELP this approach has the progressive feature of being a deferred, income-contingent form of student contribution. However, unlike those other schemes, a Graduate Levy is based on actual earnings rather than an estimated forecast of earnings and thus it more accurately reflects the private benefit to graduates.

The current differential HECS rates are determined on the basis of what the Commonwealth sees as an appropriate level of student contribution, taking into account teaching costs and the estimated private benefit from studying a particular discipline. For example despite the fact that law is a relatively cheap course to teach and in fact currently costs only $7 936 per student per year to run, it is in the top HECS band ($6, 136 in 2003-projected to be anywhere up to $8 355 under HECS-HELP) because of the perceived high private benefit that is expected to accrue to law graduates
. Yet there is no guarantee that someone who graduates from university with a law degree will actually (choose to) find employment in the area of the law. Alternatively, one graduate may choose to work in the area of legal aid, whilst another may pursue a career as a corporate lawyer. The private cost to each of these two people is disproportionate to their respective earnings outcomes under the HECS/FEE-HELP systems. This is so, as whilst their likely earnings will be incommensurate, both are deemed to have gained the same level of private benefit and thus both make the same level of contribution. 

A graduate levy would be superior in that it bases the amount of graduate contribution on actual outcomes rather than estimated outcomes. In this scenario, the corporate lawyer would pay a higher levy, just as his/her contribution to the Medicare Levy would be higher and the legal aid worker would not be unfairly penalised for their pro bono work.

Another supporting argument for a graduate levy is that it is unlikely to have the debt aversion factors on access because there is no set debt to be repaid. HECS, and even more so with PELS/FEE-HELP type systems (in Australia and overseas) do appear to negatively impact on the participation for some types of students . Clearly the idea of incurring debt for $50,000 upon entering university (potentially even higher under the new system) is more of a barrier to accessing education than the prospect of paying a small levy (perhaps as low as 1%)upon reaching a minimum income threshold.

A levy system also fits in with a commitment to life-long learning as it reduces the financial penalties for returning to study. This is so, because if graduates or deferred students resume full time study, they are no longer under an obligation to continue to pay the amount previously levied from their income when they were in employment. 

This contrasts with the HECS/FEE-HELP arrangement, as one's existing loan, (if not yet repaid) would continue to attract interest at the level of CPI, plus potentially another 3.5% interest (FEE-HELP only) while the student took out another loan upon returning to study. 

Another benefit of a graduate levy is that it would not have the same level of impact as HECS and FEE-HELP Loans schemes on some future graduate economic decisions such as mortgage acquisitions. Institutions such as the Australian Bankers' Association have already commented that HECS and FEE-HELP style debts can and will continue to be a factor in approval for loans for items such as mortgages, travel and motor vehicle loans. Graduates taking on FEE-HELP loans with an interest rate of around 6.5% (including CPI) for the first 10 years will have a slim chance of receiving further credit from financial institutions, especially if they do not have families with the capacity to underwrite their loans. A graduate levy eliminates the consideration of these concerns. 
The HECS and FEE-HELP arrangements take  precedence for the typical graduate at a

Period in their life when they are thinking about taking about mortgages, having children and paying

Off other loans like for student financial assistance. Graduates are generally forced to tailor their finances around HECS/PELS (potentially FEE-HELP) repayments right from the start of their working lives and for an increasing length of time. A 1% graduate levy could spread the contribution over an average working life rather than disproportionately hitting graduates for the majority of their debt repayments at a time when they are still financially vulnerable. Whilst this might seem like a lifetime of repayments, it is a system that allows individuals to plan their own timetables for life rather than for their debt repayments to dictate life decisions.

Whilst the proposed increase in the minimum repayment threshold will mean that a graduate will only begin to repay their debt at an income level of $30,000 and will reach the maximum repayment level of 8% at an income of $64,999, graduates will be forced to pay back the bulk of their debt/loan for a more extended period. This, combined with the repayment threshold still being well below the minimum graduate starting salary (around $37,000 for men) will restrict the ability of graduates to give themselves any financial security through savings or investment early on in their working life.

A variation of the Graduate Levy could be that, if large companies were also forced to pay a levy on the 'private' benefit they receive from the skills,knowledge and training they gain from employing graduate labour, the amount incurred by individuals could be reduced.  For example a government could decide that all private beneficiaries of higher education (graduates and large corporations for who graduates are employed in specific industries) should make a 0.5% contribution, thus increasing the pool of finances for a system from which almost all of society gains some benefit. 

As with Australia's HECS system which has been replicated in other countries (such as the UK and NZ)HECS, Australia could lead the way by adopting a Graduate Levy arrangement. The British Government is already looking at a more progressive alternative to their system and countries such as Sweden and Ireland do not impose any fees on first degree students.

Opponents may argue that there is no link in a Graduate Levy between the contribution made by graduates and the cost of providing various disciplines. However, none of the other models at the moment accurately reflect this cost/contribution dichotomy either. For example, under the HECS-HELP system, if the maximum allowable increase is imposed on Law, students will repay about 105% of the total course cost (accounting for CPI adjustments). Students in Accounting and Commerce will pay about 90%. Contrast these figures with students taking Engineering degrees, where the student contribution will only be 33% ($7,137 p.a. Out of $21,849 p.a.) Or Agriculture, with student contributions at around 28%
 .

We would propose that funding be determined solely according to student numbers, research and demographic of student population i.e. X number of Medicine students, Y number of Arts students. Any linking of the Grad levy to direct funding would be a grievous mistake.  Australians already have the experience of  levies like Medicare, East Timor and the Ansett levy. This means that the concept is anything but uncommon or politically unsaleable to the Australian public. Further, it goes without saying, that Graduates are more likely to prefer a system which asks for a contribution from those who have received tangible economic rewards from the Government's investment in their education.

OPTION B -Progressive Taxation Reform (Social Right concept)
Core features: no tuition fees, revamped progressive taxation reform, with higher tax rates for high income earners and large companies as well as the removal of executive incentive and tax minimisation schemes  used to provide funding for universities.

This position has been endorsed by the majority of delegates at various NUS National Conferences, and is clearly  the most preferred policy position of students around the country. (NUS itself represents, through its affiliates, over four-fifths of the student body). At the core is the notion that fee-less public education from primary to tertiary should be seen as a basic social right. Countries who do make higher investments in education funding, and whose graduate/non-graduate wage ratios are, operate on the social right notion and thus it should not be discounted by this Inquiry without serious consideration.

Like the second most favoured funding alternative (Option A) this is an improvement on any of the alternative models,  because it is also an actual outcomes model. Based on real higher incomes received. Option B is premised on a progressive taxation system where repayments are derived from actual level of income. It would require the Government to recalculate a more progressive sliding scale of income tax levels so that the higher education contribution from all Graduates would reflect a similar proportion of their total lifelong earnings, regardless of their chosen occupation, or projected 'private benefit' from education.

To put this model into perspective, the Federal Government cut Higher Education spending from around 1.5% of GDP in 1995 to 1.2% of GDP in 1999. This level is now roughly the same as in the US (which has much higher levels of bequests and private scholarships) and Ireland (where first degrees are free) but  is much lower than our neighbour New Zealand (1.8%), Canada (1.8%) and Sweden, Norway and Denmark (all above 2%)
.Whilst many European countries-Netherlands, Germany, France amongst them, contribute over 80% of the total cost of university courses, that figure is only around 65% in this country, making Australian students some of the highest paying (on a ratio basis) in the OECD according to at least one report
. Perhaps surprisingly then, the Business Council of Australia have reported that the income level differential between university graduates and high school leavers is only 36%, well below the OECD average of 60%
. This runs contrary to the 'private benefit' argument, so popular in Australia. Currently this proposal would

Require additional expenditure from the Commonwealth of around $4 billion a year to implement on top of the $ 13 billion or so currently invested per annum
. This would be a total amount of $17 billion out of a budget of $175 billion
.

The main opposition that has been raised to Option B comes from those (including the Education Minister, Dr Nelson , who ironically received his free degree under this type of system) who argue that people who have never studied at a tertiary level should not  subsidise those that have.

However participation rates are now much higher than when tuition fees were abolished in 1974. A recent Productivity Commission report put the likely tertiary level participation rate figure at 59% in 2000
. If we include TAFE graduates a recent DETYA report has calculated that Australians now have a lifetime probability of participating in tertiary education at around 90%
. So we know have, in effect a near universal system of tertiary-level participation, as opposed to a privilege restricted to a few.  
Secondly, there are fewer areas of employment where industries will pay high wages to those who have not completed some level of tertiary education (either vocational or otherwise). Those who do not access tertiary education are unlikely to be in high paid jobs, paying higher tax, increasing higher rate of tax would address Dr Nelson's oft-repeated complaint that the working classes are subsidising middle class students. The shrinking minority who never access tertiary education are more likely to be in low paid jobs or welfare recipients, as the job market demands more highly skilled workers. The high correlation between access to tertiary education and higher paid jobs seems to be a strong argument against this kind of objection to this model.

Thirdly, there are other areas such as private health insurance and private schooling, which receive benefits from the Government vastly disproportionate to the number of people who benefit from them. If the $2.3 billion annual cost of the private health insurance rebate, which benefits around 30% of the population were scrapped, the government would have more than 50% of the additional funding required to implement the latter funding option. If this were combined with a much-needed restructuring of the payment system for non-government schools(attended by about 30% of the population), which is currently biased scandalously to favour the most elite schools, the shortfall could easily be met. The $5 billion that has been removed from the Higher Education component of the budget over the last seven years has left Australia in a paradoxical situation of having  total government spending on Higher Education at a level lower than that on private schools. Quite clearly, the current funding shortfall reflects Government spending priorities rather than actual budget constraints.
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