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The UTas response to the Government’s Higher Education Reform package is generally positive.  The package contains a number of significant elements that UTas supported in its Crossroads submissions.  Having said that, specific details are not yet available for many aspects of the package, with priority being given by DEST to developing guidelines for initiatives to be implemented in 2004.  The majority of new funding will be released progressively, with a heavier weighting in the later years of the package.  Our final position on the package will depend on the actual implementation and allocation arrangements that flow from the policy principles.

UTas welcomes the approach of providing a regional loading in recognition that universities that provide places at regional campuses face higher costs as a result of location, size and history; and because regional campuses often have less potential to diversify revenue sources, a smaller capacity to compete for fee paying students and a narrower industrial base providing fewer opportunities for commercial partnerships.

UTas welcomes the conversion of marginally funded places to fully-funded places and the availability of additional fully-funded places.  UTas has argued for some time that its allocation of fully-funded places is around 1,000 below its fair share on a population share basis.  The acknowledgement through the regional loading of the significantly higher costs of operating campuses in regional settings adds further evidence to the UTas case that it has suffered from a significant historical under allocation of places and funding.

Because of the limited funding attached to over enrolments, it has not been cost-effective for UTas to have large enrolments on a marginally-funded basis.  It has instead offered domestic fee-paying undergraduate places to address high levels of unmet demand.  In many respects, this has anticipated the proposed Commonwealth approach to managing over enrolments and increasing demand.  UTas currently has almost 500 EFTSU of these fee-paying enrolments, around 3.5% of total load compared to a sector average of 1%.  In 2002, UTas enrolments represented over 5% of the 6,536 sector wide fee-paying undergraduate enrolments in 2003.  UTas is ranked second only to the University of Melbourne in its proportion of total load in fee-paying undergraduate enrolments.

It is not clear whether these fee-paying enrolments will be taken into account in determining the allocation of additional fully-funded places.  UTas argues that these enrolments are strong evidence of demand for higher education places in Tasmania and that it is inequitable to expect Tasmania to support a much higher proportion of fee-paying students than other States or the sector generally.

The new funding regime will involve a more clearly defined combination of student contributions and Commonwealth contributions for each place.  UTas supports the approach of making these arrangements more explicit.  This is not to say that we support the specific Commonwealth proportional contributions to particular discipline areas.  The contribution to Law highlights a long-standing equity issue, where these students not only pay a very high rate of HECS but effectively fund 81% of course costs.

Each University will negotiate the Commonwealth contribution to funding for teaching based on a specific discipline mix and number of places in each discipline. There will be penalties for universities that deviate above or below the agreed funded profile.  UTas supports this approach, and while it accepts that there will be some level of capping of Commonwealth contributions, it is important that universities are supported as far as possible in developing a profile that matches student demand and the needs of their communities.  The success of this approach will be dependant on how flexibly the Commonwealth responds to university profile changes.

Each student will have a learning entitlement of 5 years or part-time equivalent (or duration of the course, if longer than 5 years).  Commonwealth contributions will only be available for students who have not used up their entitlement.  This measure is intended to encourage students to complete their courses more quickly, but will impact on student choice, life long learning etc and will involve considerably increased and costly bureaucratic procedures to manage these entitlements.

UTas is not convinced that this is the best way to achieve the Government’s objectives, and believes that they could be better addressed by institutions, through performance-based funding of teaching incentives.  There are also significant and complex equity issues to be addressed in the development of this policy.  UTas is prepared to await the development of Commonwealth guidelines before making a final judgement.

The support for performance-based funding of teaching in the package is welcome in principle, but again it is difficult to make a final judgement before seeing the detail of how funding will be distributed.

Universities will have the opportunity to raise the student contribution by up to 30% above current HECS (except for Nursing and Education that will be capped at current rates).  UTas has no problem with the principle of increasing fee flexibility, but has no plans to raise the student fees above base rates. We will look for growth in income by increasing enrolments – not by increasing fees.  UTas believes that universities will act responsibly in relation to this additional flexibility and that ultimately the market will control actual HECS rates.  UTas intends only to pass on to students what is absolutely necessary in terms of cost and to take a student-focussed approach to all aspects of the increased flexibility.

Additional places can be offered on a fee-paying basis to students for up to 50% of total load in a course, and this initiative is welcome.  We have a good formula and good processes for domestic fee-paying places. With care and prudence we can grow this part of our profile and continue to increase places available to Tasmanians despite any strictures in our Commonwealth targets.  The increase to 50% of places per course is a good start but UTas believes that the limit should be set at the global or HECS band, rather than at the course, level.  The current approach restricts development of new programs.  HECS places have to be moved, at the expense of existing programs, to new programs that might be sustainable solely on a fee-paying basis.  The need to maintain and increase HECS places is critical, and in the university and student interest, but the management of this profile mix could be better handled by individual universities rather than by arbitrary prescription and regulation.

Loans (along the lines of HECS) will be available to all students (UG and PG fee-paying) but these loans will attract a real rate of interest.  The income threshold for repayment of all loans has been raised to $30,000.  The loan schemes outlined will help somewhat and their scope and range is more universal.  However, UTas has real concerns about increasingly shifting the funding burden on to students.  Charging a real rate of interest on these loans seems to be extending the two-tiered approach to students.  Fee-paying students are already meeting the full costs of their programs compared to HECS students who have their costs subsidised to varying degrees.  To add a real rate of interest to the loans of students, who are effectively saving the Commonwealth a direct subsidy for their place, seems excessive and inequitable.

UTas is disappointed in the attention given to equity issues in the budget package.  Given the shift in the cost burden to students it is important to provide broader support for student access to ensure that all members of our community have the opportunity to participate and achieve success in higher education.  Some regions such as the North-West of Tasmania have among the lowest levels of educational participation in Australia.  UTas enrolments include 28% of students with low socio-economic status (4th highest in Australia while rural and isolated students are 39.9% of enrolments (10th highest in Australia).  These groups tend to have poorer rates of retention, progression and completion and appropriate financial support is critical to improving these outcomes.

UTas works hard with our community and receives tremendous support from them – support that helps us to be in a strong position to increase the range of scholarships and bursaries available to address equity issues, but this is an area that requires even greater commitment from the Commonwealth.

Increases in base funding of 2.5% from 2005 building to 7.5% by 2007 will be available if new protocols in governance and workplace reforms are adopted. UTas does not have any particular concerns on governance, having already reformed and streamlined its Council.

On the issue of workplace reforms UTas has good provisions in our staff agreements on flexibility, consultation and performance rewards and will argue that these provisions satisfy the Government’s protocols.  As we said in our initial Crossroads submission:  “Concentration on the content of agreements is more important than whether or not non-union agreements or Australian Workplace Agreements can be achieved.  What is needed, however, is greater flexibility at the individual, not the Faculty level, in employment arrangements, such as through facilitative provisions in agreements that provide choices for individual staff.”

UTas is committed to work within the budget framework to achieve the best outcomes for its community.  It would prefer to have the Commonwealth lift its contribution and decrease reliance on student debt to fund higher education places and to significantly increase these places to meet unmet demand.  In particular, it would like to have Tasmania’s historic under allocation of places addressed.  However, it recognises the political and economic realities and accepts that this package does offer real options to at least partially address the increasing demand for higher education places in Tasmania, through Commonwealth funding and through allowing universities to increase opportunities through fee-paying places.

There is significant promise in a number of budget initiatives, such as the Learning and Teaching Performance Fund, the Learning and Teaching National Institute grants and the Collaboration and Structural Reform Fund.  UTas looks forward to the consultative development of appropriate implementation arrangements and allocation guidelines.

