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Response to

OUR UNIVERSITIES

BACKING AUSTRALIA’S FUTURE

INTRODUCTION
The NSW Nurses' Association (NSWNA) is the professional and industrial body representing all nurses in NSW. The NSWNA has 49,000 members from all areas of nursing including assistants in nursing, enrolled nurses, registered nurses and nurse practitioners. We also have an Undergraduate Network of Students representing the views of undergraduate students of nursing across the state of NSW. The NSWNA is the NSW Branch of the Australian Nursing Federation (ANF). 

The NSWNA’s 49,000 members work in a range of settings both in public, private and aged care arenas, in rural, remote and urban areas across New South Wales. The NSWNA’s submission addresses some general issues for students but mainly focuses on nursing both from an undergraduate as well as post graduate perspective. We have consulted our members widely in preparation for our response to the Commonwealth Government’s review document Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future.

The NSWNA felt on first reading that there were some positive aspects of the Higher Education reforms Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future. However on closer examination we found very few positive aspects to the proposed reforms. We are very disappointed that the recommendations from the National Review of Nursing Education 2002 Our Duty of Care have been largely ignored. The reforms have done little to address the problems of the national nursing shortage currently facing the nation. 

Recommendation 33 of the National Review of Nursing Education 2002 – Commonwealth funding for additional undergraduate university places states:

“An increased supply of registered nurses is essential due to current shortages and the rapidly ageing nursing workforce…..”  It goes on to say: “an additional minimum of 400 equivalent full-time student units (EFTSU) for undergraduate nursing commencements should be provided for two years, beginning if possible in 2003….”.
 This was identified by the National Review of Nursing Education as a matter of urgency to be dealt with immediately not as suggested by the proposed reforms over the next four years.
In Recommendation 17 of the National Review into Nurse Education – Transition to workforce: funding, it states: “The Commonwealth, States and Territories should establish a system to allocate dedicated funds to (public and private) health and community care institutions to assist registered and enrolled nurses in making the transition into employment, including the transition into employment of those nurses who have completed a re-entry program.”.
 This aspect has not been addressed in any way in the proposed reforms in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future.
1. Principles of the Government’s higher education package 

1.1 Sustainability. 
The NSWNA considers that the notion of sustainability in the higher education system is commendable and we agree that “universities should be able to respond flexibly to the needs of their constituencies, including potential and existing students, staff, employees, industry, local, regional and national communities”.

However in the view of the NSWNA it is not sustainable to encourage deregulation of universities, as it has proven disastrous in many other areas where deregulation has been attempted in the past. Under the suggested new funding arrangements each university will have to negotiate with the Commonwealth on a yearly basis to receive appropriate funding based on agreed numbers of places and the discipline mix. Penalties will apply to those universities that do not comply with the changed arrangements. 
There already are significant differences between universities and the resources available to them. In the proposed changed environment of partial deregulation and price driven market outcomes these differences will become even greater and many universities will be disadvantaged.
1.2 Quality 
Quality is an extremely important principle and highly regarded in the nursing and health workforce. Nurses are renowned for their acceptance of the principles of Quality Assurance and Quality Management within their sphere of expertise. We concur that quality of teaching and learning is an essential ingredient in all higher educational facilities. Nonetheless it appears to the NSWNA that the Government’s proposed reforms in higher education do little more than give lip service to maintaining a high quality university system. 
1.3 Equity 
Issues of equity and fairness are high on the agenda of any trade union, including the NSW Nurses' Association. However we do not consider that issues of equity are properly addressed in these proposed reforms. We will discuss these issues further within the content of our submission.
1.4  Diversity 
The NSWNA agrees with the sentiment expressed in this section of the document. However it appears to the NSWNA that there is an unprecedented amount of Government interference suggested in the proposed reforms that seems to negate the diversity component for universities. The reform agenda proposes that universities can increase their HECS fees by some 30%. While the Government is talking this up to be a choice for universities the truth is that by the year 2005 universities will have no alternative but to increase HECS fees for all students merely to sustain their current level of funding. 
2. Financial impact on students

2.1 HECS - HELP Fees
It is interesting to note in the proposal that there is “a suite of income contingent loans under the new Higher Education Loan Programme (HELP)”
. It is our view that the very acronym HELP is derogatory in itself, inferring that the Government is offering real help to students when it is in fact imposing huge cost rises on students. Help is the last thing that the reform agenda is offering, instead it offers huge fee rises and loans that will have the student graduating with an enormous debt. The review suggests a 30% increase in student fees is needed and appropriate. The reform also introduces Government loans that are interest bearing and will accrue at a rate of 3.5% above inflation. The NSWNA considers that if we are to entice more people into nursing we must call for the total abolition of HECs fees for nurses in both undergraduate and postgraduate courses, at least until some resolution of the critical nursing shortage. 
2.2 Learning Entitlements

The Government proposes in the reforms an introduction of a five year learning entitlement that will give students access to five years fulltime study in a Commonwealth supported university placement. The NSWNA is concerned about those students who do not complete their degree within this timeframe. This can be due to many complicated reasons for students, it seems that these students will have no choice but to take out a FEE- HELP loan or pay full fees. This means that the students, if they continue with their studies and graduate, will have a greater loan to pay. We consider that the learning entitlement arrangement as it stands is grossly unfair to students. Nursing students in particular, do not receive huge remuneration as a new graduate in their first year of service and to have a huge loan to pay out is inappropriate.
2.3 National Priorities

According to the review document Dr Nelson states “teaching and nursing have been identified as initial key areas of National Priority to ensure an adequate supply of high quality graduates for Australia’s schools and hospitals”.
 The NSWNA applauds this initiative. However we are somewhat perplexed that the Government states that they accept their responsibility to assist with the nursing shortage by providing an additional 210 nursing places in regional campuses, rising to 574 by 2007 when the National Review of Nursing Education suggested that a much greater number of new places were necessary. 

According to the National Review of Nursing Education 2002, Australia desperately needs 800 additional places in our universities. 
 Australia is currently experiencing a critical shortage of nurses and yet the current Government has turned away nearly 9,000 prospective nurses from universities between 1997 and 2002.

3. Changes to arrangements for full fee paying students

As mentioned above Australia has a critical shortage of nurses and there is a particular shortage for specialised nurses such as midwives, mental health, aged care nurses etc. Therefore the NSWNA is horrified to see in the proposed reforms that the Government, by imposing a five year limit on government supported university study and introducing loan schemes with a high interest rate, has effectively made it even harder for nurses to become specialised.

In our view the proposal in the Government’s reform to add to the accrued debt of undergraduate nursing students by charging full fees for post graduate studies will be a great deterrent for nurses who wish to gain this specialist knowledge and negates any positive aspects of the Government’s reform agenda. 

The Australian Labor Party in their Policy Aim Higher: Learning, training and better jobs for more Australians, maintain that “under the Howard Government’s proposed university changes, a student who wants to study to become a midwife could face a student debt of $37,800 including $15,400 in HECS fees, $8,400 in full fees and $4,300 interest over and above the cost of living”.
 

There is also a proposal to expand the full fee paying scheme by some 25%. It is noted that some students accepted into full fee paying courses are accepted with marks some 25 marks lower than students in the HECS stream. The NSWNA considers that places must be granted on merit not on ability to pay for a degree. 

4. Fee paying HELP (FEE – HELP)
In the past students paying full fees have not had access to income contingent loans. In the proposed changes students have been offered this option to a total of $50,000. These loans accrue interest at a rate of 3.5% on top of inflation. Given the current inflation rate this would be about 6% interest rate on such loans. This loan would have to be paid out after the repayment of the non-interest bearing HECS debt has been paid. Subsequently this ensures that the maximum interest debt has been accrued by the student. In the NSWNA’s view this is unacceptable practice. 
5. Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS)
Currently a Block Operating Grants system operates within the university sector and the grants have been determined largely on an historical basis. According to the proposed reforms changes to CGS will encourage greater flexibility and diversity within the sector for teaching and scholarship provision.
 The NSWNA contends that it will not make the system fairer and more equitable, rather it will in fact disadvantage many universities by allocating disproportionate base funding. 
Once the CGS is brought in the Commonwealth Government will contribute to individual universities a set amount of funding per student depending on the discipline in which the student is enrolled. In order for the Government to cover the full costs of educating a Government supported student, individual universities will be able to charge additional fees. 
The new CGS will bring with it a need for universities to comply with the Federal Governments Workplace Relations policies and it intends to review the Workplace Relations Act 1996. Universities will have to introduce workplace changes, including Australian Workplace Agreements. This action is aimed at supporting the Government’s agenda of weakening industrial representation of staff and the NSWNA condemns these actions.
Universities will also have to sign National Governance Protocols that restricts the size and composition of university councils.  There seems to be no student representation on university councils in the proposed changes. The NSWNA believes that students play a vital role in universities and they should be represented on all university councils. Students after all are the core business of any university and their opinions are fundamental to university functions and their opinions should be sought and valued.
6. Optional membership of Student Organisations

 It is the opinion of the NSWNA that student organisations remain an important part of the university community. They provide sport and recreational facilities as well as internal and external representation over issues of concern for students. They provide legal advice, child care, help with accommodation, student newspapers and newsletters to name just a few services.

Student organisations provide a significant focus in the development of a community spirit and a civic responsibility among students. Many political leaders have come from the ranks of student organisations. From another perspective many people are employed by student organisations and subsequently many jobs would be lost if student unions were not compulsory.

The NSWNA is of the view that it is essential to maintain student representation and services from student organisations. We support the role of student organisations in providing vital services to students and we urge the Government to reconsider their decision to make membership on a voluntary basis. 
7. Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships (CAS)

The introduction of Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships (CAS) for students from rural and remote area, many who come from low socio – economic and /or indigenous backgrounds and who have to move away from home to undertake higher education is welcomed by the NSWNA. These students can apply for a CAS of $4000 per year for up to 4 years. $10.95 per day or $76 per week in Sydney will be little help for student accommodation. This amount is ludicrous to say the least and will do little to provide accommodation for students from the aforementioned categories.

CONCLUSION
The NSWNA is most concerned about the Governments proposed education reforms, Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future. Australia is currently undergoing a severe nursing shortage and by the Governments own admission, in the National Review of Nursing Education 2002, Australia needs to replace some 31,000 nurses by the year 2006. This includes specialist nurses and yet the proposed reforms do not limit universities to the amount of fees they can charge nurses undertaking postgraduate studies. This will have a devastating effect on the already extensive shortage of specialist nurses across the nation.  
The NSWNA supports a public and national system of university education which is primarily funded and regulated by the Commonwealth Government. We agree with the ACTU contention that “a vibrant and expanding university sector is central to Australia’s economic, social and cultural development. Access to university education should be as wide as possible and should not be restricted on the basis of economic or social status”.

While the reform agenda has promised an increase in undergraduate nursing places of 210 in regional centres in 2004, this does little to ease our problems. Although we applaud an increase in regional undergraduate placements in nursing there must be more places offered across the board in both urban and regional universities to have any effect. The NSWNA is appalled that nearly 3,000 potential nursing students missed out on a university placement in 2003 and the Government still refuses to adequately address the problem. 

Eligible but unsuccessful applicants for nursing
	 State/Terr
	 1997
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002
	Total

	 NSW/ACT
	-155
	-9
	225
	265
	368
	309
	1 003

	 VIC
	281
	262
	591
	484
	610
	1 632
	3 860

	 QLD
	330
	531
	483
	593
	436
	753
	3 126

	 WA
	0
	1
	6
	33
	32
	33
	105

	 SA
	61
	31
	81
	87
	56
	118
	433

	 TAS
	103
	20
	8
	11
	42
	89
	273

	 Australia
	620
	836
	1 393
	1 473
	1 544
	2 934
	8 800


Source: Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee 2003
These figures show us that there are many people wanting to enter nursing as a profession and yet they are unable to get a university placement. The NSWNA urges the Government to reconsider the reform agenda and greatly increase the intake of undergraduate nursing placements now not over a four year period as indicated in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future. 2006 is only three years away and unless these reforms are changed the outcome for nursing will be critical.
It is the contention of the NSWNA that the Government has grossly misrepresented the gains to universities and students from these reforms. On close analysis of the paper Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future the NSWNA is hard pressed to find many positive reforms for nursing students both postgraduate and undergraduate. Students and their families will be the ones who will have to make up the deficit by paying greater fees.   It is the view of the NSWNA and our members that education is a right for all Australians and education must be based on ability not on ability to pay. 
Nurses are highly valued professionals, who get very little financial reward upon graduation from their degree, compared to many other students who have greater potential to earn much better salaries. Nonetheless nurses pay out their university debt in the same way as those who have a much greater earning capacity than themselves. This in our opinion is iniquitous and unfair in the extreme and falls very short of any claim for renewed equity as outlined in the reform package.  
As a consequence of the many influences that have shaped nursing education programs across Australia, we now have a system where curriculum diversity abounds. While diversity itself provides a wide choice to people interested in ‘shopping around’ there are questions as to the wisdom of allowing, as suggested in these education reforms, education to be driven by market forces. 
Universities, influenced by the proposed reforms, will become completely market driven entities with a need to attract funding through providing courses that can be combined to achieve economies of scale, and produce a successful graduate within a given timeframe. If universities are complexly market driven it will be at the detriment to the student and will have a devastating effect on the overall standard of education The thrust of the academic economy is to run only those programs that are income generating and to cut down the expenditure within any education product line, such as the cost of clinical placements of students.  Although the Government states that nursing is now a National Priority area and additional funding will be directed to clinical practice in nursing, the NSWNA remains concerned that sufficient funding will not be allocated to that most important area in the educational preparation of a nurse. We are anxious that insufficient funds will be allocated to turn out graduates with adequate clinical experience to satisfy the needs of the health system.
The changes proposed in the reform package Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future have the propensity to limit access to university for many students and to decrease the quality of the educational experience that students receive. The NSWNA finds this prospect completely undesirable.
Professional educational should offer opportunities to maximise the skills of professionals, including nurses, and should be offered in a way that augments

a cohesive career pathway to maintain professional educational standards. The NSWNA is very keen to see changes made to the current proposed reform agenda that will allow this practice to occur. The NSWNA has always and will continue to participate in projects and reforms that have the potential to assist nurses and those who receive their services. Please be assured that the NSWNA will maintain an ongoing interest in the education reforms Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future.
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