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FLINDERS UNIVERSITY

Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation

Introduction

The Ministerial discussion paper Higher Education at the Crossroads issued in April 2002, introduced a wide-ranging discussion of issues facing the higher education sector in Australia.  A number of supplementary discussion papers followed the issue of Crossroads, and were the subject of intense discussion and debate throughout a lengthy consultation process.  A number of universities, including Flinders University made representation to Government during this process, as did the AVCC, which outlined a vision for the future of higher education in its submission Forward from the Crossroads: Pathways to effective and diverse Australian universities.

In May 2003 the Minister issued his policy paper Our Universities: Backing Australia's Future.  Subsequently, the Federal Government has instituted a number of other reviews, the most significant being reviews of major national research infrastructure, collaboration between universities and major publicly funded research agencies, and an evaluation of the Knowledge and Innovation reforms.  Added to this, we now have the second Senate inquiry into higher education in three years.

Key Issues through all of this for both the AVCC and for Flinders University have been:

· overall levels of funding and the balance between public sources and student  contributions

· the number of funded undergraduate places and the method of allocation to universities 

· support for quality of teaching and learning and for equity of access, including  particular measures for Indigenous education

· recognition of the needs for improved research and research infrastructure support and for the teaching-research nexus as fundamental to universities

· provision for the planned  development of a progressively differentiated and diverse higher education system in Australia, with a considerable degree of institutional autonomy in determining the mission and strategic direction of each institution    

· a fair and reasonable regulatory environment that does not impose multiple and cumbersome compliance and reporting requirements on universities.

Flinders University supports the AVCC paper Excellence and  Equity: Foundations for the Future of Australia's Universities, a response to the higher education reforms proposed in Our Universities: Backing Australia's Future.  

Flinders University wishes to make specific comment in respect of the following aspects of Backing Australia's Future: funding issues; regulatory issues; research; and optional membership of student organisations.

Funding

In summary Flinders University: 

· welcomes the proposed increased investment in higher education, both in core funding and additional programs; the support for an increased number of higher education places; measures to encourage greater differentiation and diversity in the system; additional support for low income and other equity groups; and initiatives to improve the participation in higher education of indigenous Australians.

· is disappointed at the lack of an annual indexation mechanism for operating grants; the fact that additional baseline funding is to be made conditional on institutions meeting certain requirements in respect of governance and workplace relations; the insufficient support for ensuring equity in the system; and the increased array of regulatory and reporting requirements.  

· would have preferred to see a greater share of increased funding coming from  Federal Government general revenue sources rather than from increased financial contributions from domestic students.  

· has serious concerns about the punitive penalties and difficulties that universities will encounter, certainly in the initial three year period, of managing applications, load, discipline-course mix and possible increased HECS charges within the stipulated funding limits, in an environment where most of the predictability in patterns from previous years will be lost because of the changes being introduced from 2005. 

More particularly, Flinders University:
1. is seriously concerned with the Government's refusal to recognise the need for appropriate annual levels of indexation of the operating grant to match rising salary and other costs. The cost of education is increasing due to rapid advances in technology and equipment, developments in on-line delivery, demands for greater support services for students, spiralling non-salary costs such as insurance premiums, and the difficulties of attracting and retaining staff in an increasingly competitive global environment.   The modest salary increases which have been awarded to staff since 1995 have been largely unfunded; 

2. notes that the Government's funding package overall represents a further shift from public to private investment in higher education.  Flinders University is not opposed to private investment in higher education but we are opposed to the notion that one's capacity to pay should influence one's ability to participate and, for this reason, we remain opposed to fee-paying places for Australian undergraduate students.  We do not believe that the proposed FEE-HELP system, based as it is on loans at real rates of interest (and capped at the unrealistic level of $50,000), will address the equity issues inherent in increasing the numbers of fee-paying places in the system.   Already it is clear that the principle of merit based entry is compromised by the admission of fee-paying students.  We are also opposed to the abolition of the interest-free PELS, in favour of the interest-bearing FEE-HELP;

3. has concerns about the impact of increased financial contributions being required from students through additional HECS charges (likely to be introduced by many universities at least for high demand courses) on those sections of the population with low and low-to medium income or family support and on those universities currently with substantial proportions of students from those backgrounds and a commitment to increased equity of access;

4. is disappointed that the Government's package does not propose any increases in income support for students through the social security system (though the new scholarships are welcomed).  The AVCC report Paying their Way: a Survey of Australian Undergraduate Student Finances 2000  found that students are increasingly needing to engage in some form of employment to subsidise their studies at university and that, for many students, their financial circumstances are having a direct impact on their mode and location of study and choice of course;   

5. believes that the five year learning entitlements as proposed are unduly rigid and have the potential to create course inflexibility and to deter combined degrees.  This runs counter to lifelong learning and preparing Australia for a future as a knowledge-based society.  We have made a submission to the Government about this matter and await further clarification; 

6. notes the potential implementation costs imposed on universities by the Higher Education Information Management System (which will certainly exceed the amount being proposed by the Government) and the privacy concerns raised by the prospect of a universal student identifier; and

7. welcomes the increased funding for indigenous students and increased levels of contestable funding for equity measures and quality initiatives in regard to teaching and learning. 

Regulatory environment

Flinders University:

1. acknowledges the importance of sound governance, public accountability, financial and risk management, and quality assurance policies and processes in all universities and the responsibilities of Commonwealth and State governments to ensure that these are in place;

2. believes that the current arrangements for university governance and university councils in South Australia and exemplified in the Flinders University Act are satisfactory.  We do not support a reduction in size of councils for its own sake and we would continue to support membership on councils by staff and students of the University;

3. opposes on principle the proposal that increases in essential core funding be tied to mandated changes in governance and workplace relations. The proposed governance protocols are largely consistent with proposals currently under discussion between the AVCC and University Chancellors and universities have already achieved substantial gains in flexible work practices as a result of three enterprise bargaining rounds, a fact which the Government acknowledges.   The measures seem unnecessary and unduly regulatory.

Research, research training and research infrastructure

The AVCC in Positioning Australia’s Universities for 2020, Forward from the Crossroads and Excellence and Equity insists on the equal importance and interconnectedness of research with teaching and learning in Australian higher education.  It is recognised that the Commonwealth has now embarked on a series of reviews of a range of aspects relating to research and the universities, using a diversity of working parties and task forces.  

Flinders University:

1. welcomes the recognition of the need for further attention to be given to the area of research and research infrastructure in Australia, at this critical time for the nation and the universities;

2. is concerned that there is no overall explicit plan for the various review processes or for the effective coordination of the matters they will cover and the recommendations that will be made.  There is little opportunity for universities individually or in groups and for the sector as a whole to engage with the full research policy agenda in a comprehensive and coherent way;  

3. recognises that, as a small, but highly successful research university, there are a number of major challenges that face us, as funding moves increasingly to large concentrations and priority areas.   There is a place for universities like Flinders and others in the Innovative Research Universities Australia group to continue to make a valuable contribution to the national innovation and research effort.  Approaches to funding for research, research training and research infrastructure need to recognise this and adopt competitive allocative mechanisms that allow for differential size and scope to be taken into account when making funding decisions. 

4. submits that the funding for collaborative ventures (such as Major National Research Facilities, ARC Networks, Centres of Excellence, etc.) should not be attributed to the lead institution for competitive allocation purposes (e.g. RTS and IGS).  In fact, in view of the collaborative/infrastructure nature of these, it could be argued that the funding should not be counted at all for these purposes, since it is not really a grant to the institution. 

Optional Membership of Student Organisations

Flinders University is opposed to the optional membership of student organisations.  Such organisations provide essential services and facilities for students and are an important part of the cultural and sporting life of the University.   The cost of such services could not be met without student contributions through student services fees.  The principle of universal membership of a community is not unique to student organisations: not everybody uses government services for example, but we all contribute to them through our taxes.

Professor Anne R Edwards

Vice-Chancellor

15 August 2003
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