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The Australian Booksellers Association

The Australian Booksellers Association (ABA) is the trade association representing book retailers in Australia. Based on the 2000-2001 Australian Bureau of Statistics survey of book retailing, the ABA represents approximately 85% of bookshops in Australia, including all the major chains. 
Our Submission - The Educational Textbook Subsidy Scheme

We ask the Committee to recommend the continuation of the Educational Textbook Subsidy Scheme. The Scheme was introduced to offset the effect of the GST on textbooks but will cease on 30 June 2004 unless the Government decides to continue it beyond that date. Although not directly within the higher education package under review, the fate of the Scheme will be determined in the context of that review and in the same 2004 Budget.  We consider the issue to be closely related to the Terms of Reference, particularly reference 2.1 regarding the financial impact on students of the Government’s higher education policies.

Australian booksellers, and in particular campus booksellers and educational suppliers, believe that the Government should continue the Educational Textbook Subsidy Scheme. This is justified in the interests of affordable higher education. It is also consistent with the policy to exempt key educational expenditure items from the GST. 

Background

The origins of the Educational Textbook Subsidy Scheme

The Educational Textbook Subsidy Scheme (ETSS) was introduced in July 2000 to minimise the impact of the new GST on the price of educational books.  The subsidy is part of the Book Industry Assistance Package negotiated by the Australian Democrats. 

The subsidy is capped at 8% of the GST-inclusive retail price of the textbook (books included on prescribed textbook lists or recommended reading lists at Australian educational institutions).  As a part of the larger book industry assistance package, the government committed funding to the ETSS (up to $25 million annually) for four years.  

In each of the two full financial years in which the ETSS has been operating, the amounts actually paid out for the ETSS were approximately $18M in 2000/2001 and $20M in 2001/2002.  

The ETSS is administered by the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST).

How it operates

Purchasers of textbooks are paid the subsidy in the form of an 8% discount at the point of sale.  The selling agent, usually a school or campus bookseller, claims the discount amount as a subsidy from DEST.  To be eligible to claim back the subsidy, a bookseller must firstly register with DEST.

The Scheme is universally well regarded and very efficiently run. 65% of all claimants now lodge claims over the internet and have their claims met under a fully automated system. The Department commissions post-payment random audits. These have revealed only a very small number of errors and no deliberately false claims, according to relevant DEST officers.

Claims made under the scheme cover textbooks at all educational levels but the majority are in higher education.

More details about the ETSS and how it operates can be found on the DEST website at http://textbooksubsidy.gov.au
Future Government Commitment

As part of the Book Industry Assistance Plan, the ETSS has committed funding until 2003/2004. The DEST Agency Budget Statements previously included an allocation for the scheme in the 2004/2005 forward estimates but this year the ETSS has been withdrawn from the 2004/2005 forward estimates.

Impact of cessation

If the ETSS ceases to operate in mid-2004, the impact on students and parents around the country will be immediate and significant.   They will see textbook prices rise by a minimum of 8%.

Booksellers will incur substantial costs in having to dismantle ETSS systems that for many were very costly to set up. More importantly, they will also need to advise students and parents that the subsidy is no longer available. Students and parents are now fully aware of the ETSS and how it operates, and they are likely to object to the sudden imposition of a “delayed GST”.  

Conclusion

Education is essential to the long-term competitiveness and well being of Australia. It was for that reason that the Government chose to exempt key educational expenditure items from the GST.  There can be no GST-free education if textbooks are taxed. We ask the Committee to recommend the continuation of the Educational Textbook Subsidy Scheme.
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