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Key Issues Regarding Proposed Changes to Australian Higher Education
Public & Private Benefit
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A key argument for the proposed Coalition changes to Higher Education is that there is significant private benefit derived from formal university qualifications.  While such arguments have a degree of truth, there is equally an unquestionable and substantial public benefit derived directly and indirectly from the Higher Education sector, particularly in regional Australia, both now and into the future.

The rhetoric and proposed changes to Higher Education clearly signifies a shift from Federal funding of Higher Education to a much less committed position of Federal contribution to the sector.  This can be translated as a further move to user pays, with students and their families expected to bear the brunt of cost transfer.  

Proposed changes to Higher Education provide little in the way of benefits promoting expansion of domestic Higher Education, particularly in regional Australia, and much that represents genuine disincentives, including the potential for fee rises of up to 30%.

Currently just under 50% of Australians will access Higher Education at some point in their life.  It is anticipated that in the future most people will not change jobs several times in their working life, they will change careers.  The proposed package, which caps the extent of loans, will result in restrictions for many Australians to gain or upgrade skills.  It is widely acknowledged that future employment and prosperity are linked to the knowledge economy. 

The greatest natural resource that Australia has, is its own people.  It is ludicrous for Government to misrepresent a lucrative and profitable investment in Australians as a cost.  In 2001 Australian public investment in Higher Education was a little over 3 billion dollars, with the sector returning over 50 billion dollars to the Australian economy.   

Public investment in education creates huge returns (profits for those who are economically minded), on a scale that would turn any investor green with envy.  The real danger in the misrepresentation of Higher Education as a cost without return, is that such rhetorical nonsense ends up undermining Australia’s ability to compete in the world and knowledge economies. 

For a minimal investment, really just a reorganization of priorities, Australia could invest in, and benefit from, education, which is the second fastest growing industry in the world, and the foundation of the knowledge economy.  

The CQUSA considers that proposed changes and omissions in the Higher Education package, such as deregulated fees and inadequate financial student support, is poised to cripple both the aspirations of Australians and our long term capacity to benefit from the knowledge economy.

Disinvestment
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From the perspective of students, changes in Government policy have resulted in both direct and indirect cost transfer to students. The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) discussion paper: Our Universities: Our Future, p. 14 provides a comparison of the average annual charges or fees for domestic undergraduate students in a number of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries. The average annual HECS charge for Australian students of $4360 compares with an average cost on the UK of $0-2837, $6433 in the US (for 4 year public institutions) and $2280-$3040 in New Zealand.

The direct cost of Higher Education to Australian university students is, comparatively speaking, high. In addition, it is also worth noting that many OECD countries have reached the view that the proportion of costs of Higher Education that can be borne by students through fees, has reached saturation point (V L Meek: Use of Higher Education Policy Research, December 6, 2000).
Australian students already contribute more to Higher Education costs than most OECD counterparts, what is missing is the commitment of the Government to invest in Australia’s most valuable resource, its people.

Rupert Murdoch best summed up the consequences of disinvestment in Higher Education.  Murdoch said that “without urgent support for our centres of learning, Australia is at risk of becoming something worse than globally disadvantaged; it is no exaggeration to say that we are threatened with global irrelevance!”  

Proposed Funding
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The CQUSA welcomes the limited initiatives of the Higher Education package but would like to note concerns as to the actual financial modeling, and the overall trend in funding.  In an ever increasing globalised world Australia’s interests are not served by disinvestment in the second fastest growing industry in the world.  The Government package puts up a claimed 1.5 billion dollars over many years, when 5 billion has already been ripped out of Higher Education. 

In all likelihood Universities will not see the majority of the claimed 1.5 billion dollars, as most of it is tied to a raft of political and industrial machinations that have nothing to do with actual education.  As these are substantial matters the CQUSA has detailed them separately.

One of the biggest concerns is that financial analysis by the NTEU, Phillips Curran and others, raises considerable doubt as to what funds will actually be delivered to the university sector, if the package were to advance.  Further, a range of changes and arrangements mean that students are financially adversely affected in numerous ways, from before they start, during and probably for most of their lives. 

Student Loans & Fee Deregulation
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The CQUSA considers that any further transfer of costs to students via proposed student loans is fundamentally flawed, there being a high risk of emulating the New Zealand experience. Nearly 10% of New Zealanders have a student loan. Student debt in New Zealand exceeds $5 billion and is now spread around the shoulders of more than 300,000 people. 

The Aotearoa Tertiary Students’ Association (ATSA) argues that almost one in every ten New Zealanders is debt burdened as a direct result of past and current governments under funding of public tertiary education.  From a strictly financial perspective, total student debt in New Zealand is more than double the latest budget surplus of $2.3 billion, and student debt is expected to treble in the next few years, posing a serious threat to New Zealand’s social and economic well being. Global mobility, which is increasing, is one strategy employed by New Zealanders to escape unrealistic debt.

There already exists evidence that suggests a ‘brain drain’ of Australian graduates.  The introduction of a student loan system replacing HECS, particularly if coupled to a deregulated fee regime, partial or otherwise, will exacerbate current trends.  Further, a deregulated fee regime is likely to reduce equity of access, particularly for any Australian living outside metropolitan areas.  Finally, student loans coupled with deregulated fees will result in the fragmentation of the university sector.  Fragmentation of the university sector is unlikely to be on any material difference in quality, but rather in perceived prestige.

The proposed Government deregulation of Universities allows for further fee increases of up to 30%, financed by student loans at 3.5%, plus CPI indexation.  This currently totals over 6%, but there is no permanent guarantee that it will not rise further, either by political intervention, as per past experience with Post graduate loans, or shifts in the CPI.

The proposed further shift of costs to students via indexed loans, ironically called HELP, cripples Australia’s capacity to compete in the world and knowledge economies, and in the view of the CQUSA is expected to create a two tired system of Higher Education.  

The CQUSA believes that the proposed 30% deregulation of fees can and will exceed the $50,000 limit of proposed student loans.  Such a situation is not conducive to access or furthering life long learning.  

As is evident with the previous deregulation of Post graduate studies, proposed caps on deregulated costs are not expected to last long.  Post graduates, Australia’s best and brightest, have first hand experience of ever increasing course costs, loans, and under the proposals, added interest rates, something that will now also apply to undergraduates.  

Commercialisation of the Higher Education sector is already negatively affecting course access.  CQU already offers courses exclusively on a fee paying basis, which means that HECS funded students, do not have the same access to courses as is available to full fee paying students.

Real Costs
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The Federal Minister for Education, Dr Brendan Nelson, blatantly misled Parliament when suggesting that the cost of a university degree totaled $8000.  Trivializing the cost of a university degree Minister Nelson went on to liken it to the cost of buying a 1992 Commodore VP V6 automatic with mags, an immobiliser and a 10- stack CD player, or a three-month backpacking holiday in Asia and Europe with a Euro rail pass and $55 a day spending money.  Such rhetoric ignores the real cost of Higher Education.
In 2001 the Australian Vice Chancellors Committee’s research into student finances concluded that most students were, by necessity, employed while studying, to the extent that their education was significantly compromised.  Even so, on average university students live at least a third below the poverty line.  

For most students meeting the costs of day to day living whilst undertaking study is a significant burden, with many being debtors of the University.  They also graduate with a significant HECS debt, and, at CQU, often a Supplement Loan debt.

Nor do graduates, on average, earn the type of income cited by the Minister.  Australians are already burdened with a much higher university debt than most OECD countries, the third highest in the world, while the earning return on investment for an Australian student is one of the lowest in the OECD.  While other OECD nations invest in Higher Education Australia has, in real terms, been stripping the sector.  

Student Debt
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The Higher Education 2003-2005 Triennium Report indicates that student debt has increased nearly a billion dollars in 2002-03 to $9.057 billion, and continues to rise.  The HECS debt has doubled from 4 to 9 billion dollars since the Howard Government came to power.  The CQUSA is of the opinion that the proposed Federal Government changes to Higher Education will substantially accelerate student debt.

What Government views as efficiency gains in Universities is in fact cost transfers to students, contributing to debt, as Universities either directly or indirectly implement a regime of ancillary charges.  Hence, in addition to the escalating HECS debt, there is the alarming increase of internal debt.  Internal student debt at CQU already totals millions of dollars, resulting from the incapacity of students to meet both their day to day living and escalating educational costs. 

Until now some of the problems with student debt have been masked by the Student Supplement Loans Scheme, where students take on future debt by trading a part of their Austudy for a loan.  Rather than a safety net, the Supplement Loan Scheme is itself a debt trap, masking the very real problem of inadequate financial support of students.

The full extent and impact of inadequate support of students will become apparent when the Supplement Loans Scheme is repealed by the Howard Government at the end of 2003, with no concurrent package for the reform of a livable allowance for students. 

CQU has substantial numbers of mature age students and people from low socio economic and rural backgrounds.  Many of these students may not want to, but are forced to access the Supplement Loans Scheme just to survive. 

In addition, disability students who currently receive extra financial support are to have their supplement income cut during non teaching times, even though the actual living and educational costs span the full year.   

The CQU Student Association is justifiably concerned that many students may not be able to continue study when the Supplement Loans Scheme is abolished, and the Disability Support Scheme is curtailed, with a negative flow on effect to CQU and the communities in which it operates.  

High debt and low earning returns contribute to what the Council of Deans term the ‘Brain Drain’ out of Australia.  Australia needs skilled professionals, not in other countries, but in our cities, towns and communities, contributing to the economic and social prosperity of our nation.

Student debt has significant consequences.  The prospect of incurring a life long debt specifically acts as a deterrent for enrolments of those from disadvantaged backgrounds. It is anticipated that increases in graduate debt levels will parallel a decrease in future home ownership and birth rates amongst Australian Graduates.

The CQUSA is of the opinion that debt aversion will increase the disparity in participation opportunities of students from privileged backgrounds, as compared to those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  There are already signs of an evident decline in participation from school leavers and equity groups such as indigenous Australians.

Inadequate Student Support
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The detrimental aspect of cost transfer to students, which affects academic performance/completion, and student welfare, is the inadequate public support of students.  It is informative to again present the main points from the 2001 Australian Vice Chancellors Committee report Paying Their Way.
The AVCC research, based upon responses from over 30,000 undergraduate students from across Australia, reports that:

· annual student budgets are in overall deficit by an estimated 21 per cent -- in the case of full-time students, the estimated deficit is 42 per cent;
· seven in every ten students are in paid employment during university semesters – an increase by about one-half since 1984;
· among full-time students, the average number of hours worked by those in paid employment during semester is 14.5 hours per week -- a three-fold increase since 1984;
· one in every ten students obtains a loan in order to be able to continue studying -the average amount borrowed is $4,000, which is substantial in the context of the average income of students;
· one in every ten students in paid employment during semester 'frequently' misses classes because of that work;
· work adversely affects study 'a great deal' for two in every ten students in paid employment during semester;
· financial circumstances influence student choices regarding course undertaken (11.1%), University attended (17.4%) and mode of study (23.3%);
· of students who have financially dependent children, nearly two in ten miss classes 'sometimes' or 'frequently' because they cannot afford childcare; and
· one in every ten students misses classes 'sometimes' or 'frequently' because they cannot afford travel to University.

The disturbing aspect of the AVCC research is the extent of detrimental effects, economic, academic and personal, that students endure as a result of inadequate public support.

The Australian Trade Commission (Austrade) suggests that students need about $9000 - $13000 per year for living expenses. (http://www.austrade.gov.au/home/).  This is to cover expenses such as accommodation, food, transport, utilities, entertainment and clothing. (Airfares and course fees not included). Therefore, using the figures available from the Centrelink website, (http://www.centrelink.gov.au) a single student who is over 18 and living away from home receives $290.10 per fortnight which, annualised, equates to $7542.60 per year. That is $1457.40 less than the minimum figure to cover basic expenses as recommended by Austrade. 

Although the above Austrade information is directed at international students coming from overseas, it can be concluded that government research has been conducted regarding the cost of living for a year, and that such costs are equivalent for both domestic and international students. Therefore, if Australian students are receiving nearly $1500 less than the government identified and recommended minimum yearly living requirement, then it is easy to understand why students are necessarily turning to other avenues to supplement their income.

Quality
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Quality in Australian Universities, or rather the lack thereof, is an issue that will remain so long as Universities operate in an inflexible government enforced regulatory regime reinforcing the supply mode mentality of the 1950s, instead of empowering the demand mode of the new millennium. 

Increasing full fee paying places increases the risk of accepting students who have not achieved the required entry level, as pressure mounts on inadequately funded Universities.  As half of all students at CQU are full fee paying the CQUSA is in a position to categorically state that educational quality is being compromised, often as a result of overstressed university staff and systems.  

The incumbent government has repeatedly suggested a student voucher system as a means to break the supply/demand nexus.  However, a voucher system will only act to impoverish rather than reform university practices. 

The current regulatory regime of quality auditing is an inefficient, costly and time consuming process.  With respect to quality concerns it is imperative that an independent mechanism of review be established that empowers the user, which is the student. 

At present students are hostages, bound to comply with university demands, inefficiencies and process breakdowns, via implied or real punitive action.  Hence, the CQUSA recommends the establishment of an independent University Ombudsman to investigate and determine cases where internal university mechanisms fail to resolve issues.  Commercial penalties can be developed and enforced via the Federal funding of Universities, enacted on the recommendation of the Ombudsman.

Non Jurisdictional Issues 
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The CQUSA is deeply disturbed that over half of proposed future funding for Universities is tied to non jurisdictional issues in work place practices, governance and student organisations, via the proposed Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS).  The structure of the CGS cuts to the heart of the concerns by the Australian Vice Chancellor Committee, who note that “the package has the potential to increase rather than reduce the Government intervention in university decisions and autonomy”. 

Student Organisations
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Student organisations make a huge contribution to student life, representation, the University, the communities in which they are located, and to the Higher Education sector.  Student organisations are both an internal and external watchdog of university quality and legislative policy.  

The Australian Vice Chancellors Committee has repeatedly said that Universities can not replace the contributions made by student organisations, nor is the Federal Government willing to provide funds to do so.  The CQUSA is committed to defending the right of students to control their own affairs, and to be heard.

Membership of student organisations is as a result of payment of a compulsory fee collected by the University, as a condition of enrolment.  As has been determined by Australian Courts, the payment of a fee is the choice the student makes at the point of enrolment.  This matter has been subject to testing in the Courts of the land in both the Clarke Case and the Harradine Case.  These cases have laid down the precedent to enable Universities to have the legal authority to collect and disburse an amenities fee to student organisations, without legislative intervention.  Further, early in 2003 the AVCC concluded that it was in the public interest to maintain existing arrangements at James Cook University.

Notwithstanding the practice of Universities in collecting fees as a condition of enrolment, and the situation where these fees are passed on to the student organisation to represent membership of that organisation, there exists within most if not all student organisations the ability for an individual to enact a “conscientious objection” to membership of the student organisation.

Despite the extensive legal and authoritative findings as to the benefit of student organisations, the Government intends pursuing the elimination of the existing arrangement and hence student organisations for ideological reasons.  The CQUSA is of the opinion that extensive student services, student welfare and opportunities, together with representation and university life are regarded by Government as superfluous, despite all evidence being to the contrary. 

Supply of Services
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It is also worth pointing out that the services provided by the CQUSA and other student organisations that are not commercially driven are funded by membership fees and would not exist if fees were not collected from student members. It has been shown that the impact of the removal of universal membership of student organisations has a profound impact on the delivery of services to enrolled students at Australian Universities


There is no doubt that experience has shown that ceasing of student support services, such as Welfare Counselling, Medical Care, Child Care, Accommodation Services, Student Employment Services and Academic Support Services, where non universal membership is in place, causes hardships for students.  Again, experience has shown that commercial entities and Universities themselves are not willing to provide these services.

Student organisations in Queensland are non-profit organisations that provide a range of services, facilities and representation to enrolled students. Membership fees are by far the most significant funding source for student organisations.  Some student organisations have developed commercial business operations on campuses and these revenue streams are typically a relative minor source of revenue and are used in the provision of services to student members.  

It is the contention of the Central Queensland University Student Association that enrolled students of tertiary institutions are a particular community and that there is particular public benefit circumstances in their existence, as has been established by the ACCC.

Representation Activities
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There is also a clear public and student benefit of having a well-resourced and well-organised student organisation at each University in Australia.  Any reduction in the operations of student organisations would severely curtail not only their services and facilities, but also impact on students’ ability to effectively be represented within the University, community and public context. 

On many occasions, and with good reason, student organisations oppose and even publicly argue with University Administration and/or Government on matters of importance to students.  The elimination of student control of student affairs via any funding or resource alteration is unacceptable, and would result in deterioration in compromises in the quality of the tertiary teaching and learning experience. 

Student organisations need to remain well resourced and independent of University decision-making processes.  The representation role of student organisations cannot be under-emphasised, and accordingly the benefit of maintaining this independence is paramount to the effective and pluralist operations of Universities in Australia.

Industrial Relations
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Academia is an inherently collegial activity, conducted in an environment of open and informed debate.  Unfortunately, despite all the rhetoric of ‘choice’, it is obvious that the package, and more importantly meager university funding, is designed to limit choice and maximize Government interference in Higher Education.  This is particularly true of funding being directly linked to forcing Australian Workplace Agreements.

The CQUSA is of the view that university staff has the right to decide to collectively bargain, should they so wish.  Linking limited future funding for Higher Education to work place relations provides no benefit to students, university staff, or Universities.  In fact the AVCC itself is disturbed by the suggestion of Government dictated industrial relations.  

Governance
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The CQUSA deplores the proposed intervention of the Federal Government in university governance, particularly when it is a clear constitutional responsibility of the States.  Further, the stated grounds for the intervention are aimed at removing key stakeholders from the process of governance, along with the expertise stakeholders bring.  

The CQUSA deems it inappropriate and irresponsible to utilise funding as a mechanism for interference outside of stated constitutional jurisdiction.  There has been and are problems with university governance, but they do not result from the size or membership mix of governance bodies.  Rather, the spectacular failures of university governance are the result of ignoring best practices.  

There are demonstrable examples of a total lack of transparency and accountability in university governance, such as meetings being conducted completely in camera, and it is interesting to note that a Senate Committee determined a student representative acted in the public interest by revealing inappropriate university governance activities in such circumstances.

Students and university staff have a long term interest in Universities and are not the problem.  Rather they are the safeguard, particularly in questioning the undermining of quality in the pursuit of short term commercial objectives. 

Conclusion
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It is the view of the CQUSA that the only sure way of maintaining a viable and vibrant Australian Higher Education sector is via strategic public investment in its own public institutions.  The biggest impediment to sound university policy development, and an adequate funding regime, is that government policy, including the Crossroad Review, founders on political, ideological and electoral considerations. 

Higher Education is a long term economic and social investment, currently controlled by short term political imperatives.  With all the social and economic benefits that are derived from Higher Education, which will accelerate in the expanding global and knowledge economies, the key question that needs to be addressed is determining how Australia can ensure long term adequate public funding of Australian Higher Education, independent of short term political imperatives.
The CQUSA believes the following to be key elements to be considered when determining adequate public funding and investment in Australian Higher Education.

A. LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND OUTCOMES
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Enhanced learning experience and outcomes requires:

· Developing a funding formula that provides incentives for flexible all year round course provision.
· Developing funding and reporting mechanisms that can accommodate flexible enrolment, assessment and irregular progression, as a means to facilitate life long learning in conjunction with family and employment obligations.

B. ACCESS ON AN EQUITABLE BASIS
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Access on an equitable basis requires:

· CQU Student Association Crossroads Submission
· Developing a funding formula that provides incentives for innovative access and support programs for non traditional students.
· Incentives to establish minimum core skill competency.
· Development of IT infrastructure in regional Australia, which will facilitate opportunities in program delivery and research.

E. EFFICIENCY AND EFFECTIVENESS
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Enhanced efficiency and effectiveness requires:

· The development of mechanisms that empower students in circumstances where key university obligations have not been met.
· The establishment of an independent University Ombudsman to investigate and determine cases where internal university mechanisms fail to resolve issues.
· Developing commercial penalties and enforcement mechanisms via the Federal funding of Universities, enacted on the recommendation of the Ombudsman.

G. REVENUE DIVERSIFICATION
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Revenue diversification requires:

· Infrastructure investment and incentives to capitalise on the extensive and growing demand for English based education for full fee paying international students.

H. ALLOCATION OF PUBLIC SUBSIDIES
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Adequate public funding requires:

· HECS restructured, taking into account the extensive contribution of the Higher Education sector and graduates to Australian society and the economy.
· Restructuring AUSTUDY and other support programs to meet minimal living requirements.

I. CUTTING BUREAUCRATIC RED TAPE
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Cutting bureaucratic red tape requires:

· Creating a mechanism that excludes short term political imperatives from undermining long term Higher Education development strategies.
· CQU Student Association Crossroads Submission
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