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	1.
	The principles of the Governments’ higher education package.

The principles of the Nelson Review package are listed below:

· From 2005 universities will be free to charge up to an extra 30 per cent on top of current HECS bands for all courses except teaching and nursing.  However they will be able to charge a flexible rate of HECS for different courses.

· The current HECS system will be replaced with a new market based fee program called HECS – HELP and will be included as part of the overall Higher Education Loans Program (HELP).

· From 2005, graduates will begin to pay back their HECS – HELP loan when their income levels reaches $30,000, a rise from the current income level of $24,365.  

· Under the new Commonwealth funded ‘learning entitlement’ scheme students will be limited to a minimum of 5 years full-time study Commonwealth subsidy.  After the 5 years students will lose the entitlement and will be forced to pay full fees. 

· The removal of the Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme (PELS) that was created in 2002.  This will be replaced by FEE – HELP loan scheme.  

· The Government will introduce two new scholarship schemes in an attempt to bring more indigenous, rural and regional, and low-income students into the university system.  Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships are for full-time undergraduate Commonwealth supported students ie; students with HECS places. 

Northern Territory University Students Union (NTUSU) strongly oppose the Nelson reforms to higher education on the basis that:

It will weaken the breadth of offerings required by a regional university, and compromise the educational opportunities for all Territorians and its northern catchments in more regional and remote areas.  The policies arising from the Nelson Review that facilitates and encourages diversity and specialization is based on the foundation of the university system that allows students quality and access to both broad based and specialized education.  Given that the NTU is the only university servicing the Territory, Nelson’s emphasis on diversification and specialization will be detrimental to the education opportunities of Territorians.  It is not necessarily the case for the large populations in the Sydney, Melbourne and eastern seaboard catchments as the vast majority of individuals will have a genuine range of options offered by two or more universities within a comfortable distance.

The Territory relies on the NTU as the sole provider of higher education and TAFE course to the community.  Nelsons reforms will continue to force rationalisation of course offerings and force more and more Territorians south to pursue their tertiary education.  As stated in the NTU expectations and goals:

The University will provide education, training, research and related services locally, nationally and internationally to support and advance the social, cultural, intellectual and economic development of Australia's Northern Territory.

NTU contributes value to the local economy, and is a major employer in the education sector.  At present it is the sole provider of many services for the community relating to learning and teaching products.  This gives them a competitive edge in the market and leaves us in a position were NTU dictates the terms of course availability, access and equity.



	2.
	The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at Northern Territory University, with particular reference to:

· The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons.

Northern Territory University students will be impacted greatly by the new proposed funding arrangements.  A majority (63%) of the current student population at the university undertakes their studies on a part-time basis.  Under the new proposed income support programs such as HELP (Higher Education Loan Program) students at NTU show great concern as to how the loan program is going to be structured.  This includes how they will repay the loan especially those that are now on the current HECS system, low-income earners and students in receipt of AUSTUDY and ABSTUDY.

The major concern for students is the fact the NTU is in reality the higher education provider in the Territory.  Having this much autonomy in the market leaves students concerned about a number of issues, that being:

1. NTU and other soon to be amalgamated Registered Training Organisation dictating the cost and access to higher education and TAFE courses.

2. That without increased ‘sales’, quality may drop leaving students feeling there will be no prestige or status to having a NTU qualification.

3. There is no current competition in the market place against NTU so the deregulation of fees will leave students feeling very vulnerable.

Current students have highlighted concerns that when they graduate there will be more than one type of loan they will have to pay back.  This is especially the case for those under the current HECS system that do not complete their studies by 2008.  They will need to pay back the HECS debt first leaving the FEE – HELP loans compounding interest while they pay the interest free loan first.

There is an issue with the current rate of interest that is being calculated for student repayments of the new HELP loan.  It has been strongly put that there should not be a 3.5% plus CPI on loans.  Students see this as a life long debt for both the student and their families, they see this as directly impacting on their lives.  Students feel that those that access a paying place through this loan will be signing themselves up to an enormous debt that will continue to build as it attracts interest.  This is a disincentive to many contemplating further learning.

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

The current operational grant system that provides the bulk of the funding will be abolished.  Being a small regional university and the only one in the Territory – NTU will feel the negative impact of this greatly.

Under current and existing arrangements NTU receives about $11,400 per student, from which two-thirds pays for teaching and one-third for research.  The new funding model is called Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS), and its purpose is to ‘encourage flexibility and diversity in the education sector’.  This will be based on differentiated disciplines. 

The impact of deregulated fees may mean NTU can determine the type and cost of courses with little to no competition resulting in many students moving interstate to get the quality price and product they are wanting.

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

The Government is proposing ‘equity’ measures to allow low-income students to access a full-fee paying place, if they don’t get the marks to be offered a HECS place.  Previously full paying students have had to pay fees up front.  Students in full-fee paying places can now access a loan for their fees.

Students at NTU see this as a major barrier for poorer students, or students from regional and rural areas:

· This action will put higher education out of the reach of ordinary Territorians as the deregulation of fees and the introduction of interest rates on loans will price this option of higher education out of their reach.

· With the proposal that education provides specialised and should become more rationalization (or at least that is how it will be perceived) of courses offered on a state or with future national basis means students at NTU will not have access to a variety of choices of courses being offered.  This in turn will mean students may have to leave their families and move interstate. 

· If there is also a further push to have NTU become largely an ‘undergraduate’ educational facility (specialise only in research and local industry needs) then students will have less options to pursue research degrees and have less exposure to leading academics in their chosen field.

The impact students feel about the new student tracking system is that it will mean another number seeking more information from students and see how they are progressing through their degrees.  This will be used to remove entitlements from students if they take more than the required time to finish their degrees.  Students at NTU recognise what happens if students have a learning difficulty or disability.  Some recognise that real life may affect you completing your course and how can an impersonal system such as this allow for the realities of modern day life.  

Since the large proportion of students that are enrolled at NTU are of Indigenous descent this system concerns us greatly as they are more unlikely to be able to complete their course compared to their non-indigenous counterparts within the time frame that Nelson Review advocates.  Since they also fall into the category of those that would most likely require financial assistance.  This will have a decrease in student numbers as they opt to leave their courses.

This was highlighted in the AC Nielson post budget survey, which indicated that 70% of Australians did not want a fee increase.



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

There has been no real improvement in this area.  The budget proposals should include research funding rather than waiting for later review.  Considering the improvements at a social policy and financial level that research enables for our nation this area should no longer be ignored.

The 31 additional Australian Post Graduate Award scholarship (to be distributed across the national university sector) will in real terms mean less than one additional student for NTU.

Please refer to the NTU Postgraduate Association submission to the Senate Enquiry into higher education – Backing Australia’s Future.



	4.
	The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the Territory and Northern Territory University, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

NTU is a regional university that has always had student representation on its governance body.  With the recent legislation being passed through NT Parliament, students have secured their representation on the governance of NTU.  However this isn’t without difficulty.  Nelson’s plans to eliminate students from the peak governing bodies of Australians Universities is a dangerous mistake.  Accountability and relevance of our universities must surely be underpinned by its largest stakeholders group – students considering the views and providing a voice to.




	5.
	Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors.

The concern for many NTU students is the need for our university to look to private sources of funding, particularly non-HECS student fees.   NTU has always been reliant on government funding and is worse off under this current package even after the current top up from the government.




6. Summary:

The NTU Students’ Union is passionately opposed to the proposed changes to our tertiary education system.  The question remains, how can our high paid legislators (whom received a free education) justify forcing future generations to graduate with sized debt.

The issue of graduates repaying their HECS debt before they can reduce the HECS-HELP loan (which attracts an interest rate compounded) in real terms 3.5% plus CPI is currently around 6 to 8%.  This is too much and acts as a disincentive for people to pursue higher education.

This policy will create a generation of debts that will take many territorians years to repay.  In terms of the social and financial implications will leave many future  and mature age student not wanting to access higher education.  Therefore students and their families that are striving for a better quality of life and career options will be a put under immense pressure to deal with these debts.

With the most recent media release coming to light our students at NTU show great concern, that the Department of Education, Science and Training on the eve of the senate enquiry did not disclose critical information that supports most Australians feelings that an increase in fees will deter students from universities.

Additionally the new $162 million scholarship scheme to offset university fees will be undermined by another government policy: scholarships will be counted as income for social security purposes (Centrelink/Abstudy/Austudy), which means will again act as a disincentive and again disadvantage students and they will not be better of under these new proposed changes.

Ippei Okazali

President

NTU Students’ Union

Reference:

1. National Union of Students – Q and A’s on Backing Australia’s Future and other higher education measures announced in the 2003-4 Federal Budget.  Presented by Daniel Kyriacou, NUS National President.

2. Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations – Research paper “The social and economic impact of student debt” March 2003. Hilary Pearse Research officer.

3. National Union of Students – Briefing Paper on Higher Education Reform prepared by research department – Graham Hastings and Rachel Standfield.  March 2003.

4. On campus workshop 13th August 2003, student information collated.  Toni Ah-Sam Student Rights Advocate.

5. Nelson Review – Crossroads higher education reforms.  
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