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18th August 2003

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and 

Education References Committee

Suite SG.52 – Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Submission to Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation

Dear Secretary,

I would like to focus my submission on regional universities.

I raised this issue in the parliament recently, in my response to the Appropriation Bill 2003 particularly in relation to the University of New England, but I think some of the same problems apply to other regional universities. A call is beginning for some form of distinction in the funding arrangements between what I would call real regional universities that have their infrastructure and infrastructure costs totally based in the region and regional campuses that may be satellites of some of the major metropolitan universities. What seems to be showing up on analysis is that some of those regional universities will suffer cost disadvantages.

The minister partly answered that question yesterday by saying that there is a transition fund of $12.6 million in the budget projections that could be used to placate those universities that suffer some degree of disadvantage through the reform process. I think that says something about the underlying integrity of the reform process itself, that you have to have some sort of transition fund in place just in case an inadvertent accident occurs along the way. At best you could say that it may have some short-term benefit in relation to the early years of transition, but there does not seem to be anything built into the future years for regionally based universities. I think that is something that really has to be fleshed out. An undertaking was given by the minister himself, and in answer to a question that I raised on 17 October 2002 Dr Nelson said: 

Out of this reform process I put it to the Inquiry that universities and campuses— the word `campuses' keeps coming up in the language— in regions of this country will be very significant winners.

Bearing in mind that the University of New England has a very large external student component and that a lot of the funding arrangements are done on the internal student component—and I think this is another fairly special area that some of the other regional universities may also have—the University of New England has done a financial analysis on the impact of the reforms. It suggests that, instead of being winners, the university is going to be $1.8 million worse off than it was before the reforms were put in place. I have not seen how those figures have been calculated. I have seen a rough breakdown of where the university picks up money and where it loses money—and I could go into that by way of a letter if the minister needed that, but I think he has received the same letter from the vice-chancellor.

The promise that was made—and what people were hoping for, I guess—was that there would be an improvement in the financial situation of universities generally but that particular recognition would be given to the other cost disadvantages of regionally based universities. The department and the minister have obviously put in place a regional loading—from 30 per cent down to 2&half; per cent—and at the moment there is some debate at Bega, Nowra and some other campuses about that money being shared across a greater number of campuses. As that money gets eaten up by new players, there is also some concern about the impact that will have on the older players' accounting processes. But even with the regional loading built in to the University of New England, it is going to be $1.8 million worse off in 2005. (Extension of time granted) I see that as a very real problem and one that I think the government will have to address to get support for those regional university programs.

As a member of parliament representing the electorate of New England, I definitely cannot support these reforms on the basis of the numbers that the accounting people at the university are presenting. I am fully aware that the Minister for Education, Science and Training is going to be meeting with the various vice-chancellors and I applaud that. I hope that some arrangements can be put in place so that we do end up with a better system than the one we have had. But we definitely do not want a system that is financially worse than the one that we had in the past.

There are a number of other issues that I would raise, and I do apologise for taking a bit of time. The minister may be able to assist with some of these. Scholarships for rural and regional students from low-income and Indigenous backgrounds have been established in recognition of the financial barriers that these students face in accessing higher education. Why, then, do those scholarships count as income for the purpose of student income support? For instance, if a student receives a $4,000 scholarship, they have used up almost two-thirds of their so-called `income bank' for the year. This means that their ability to work while studying is limited by financial disincentives once their income bank has been exhausted. I would like the minister to take that on board and, if he can, shed some light on it.

As I understand it, there is a proposal to introduce an interest-bearing loan for postgraduate and full fee paying students. Postgraduate students currently receive an interest-free loan. I am very concerned about the possible effects on students in my electorate pursuing postgraduate work when they face an interest rate on their study debt. Why has the minister chosen to introduce an interest rate? I think that I know the answer to that, but he may like to elaborate on it. What is the reasoning behind forcing students to repay the interest-free loan before the interest-bearing loan, meaning that they will face an even larger level of debt?

The Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee has recognised that we cannot know all of the effects of increased levels of university fees on participation—especially on students from the various equity groups like rural and isolated people. Has the minister's department conducted any research into the effects of HECS and study debt on different groups of students, particularly regional students? Is the minister planning to release the report that I believe has been done into trends in higher education participation and access over the previous decade?

Another issue that has been of concern in my particular area is the tying of some of the funding arrangements—I think it is $404 million—to the adherence to governance arrangements. Having recently been appointed to the university council and attended one meeting, I am sure that it is not an attack on me as an individual. I think that country people in particular do have regard for various members of parliament, irrespective of their political background, because of the skill levels that they bring in and the networking that takes place. I think that that applies much more at a regional level than at a major metropolitan level. I see that the tying of funding arrangements to governance is more of a political thing than anything else. In the argy-bargy that takes place in the Senate, the government is probably quite prepared to relinquish the workplace arrangements and governance criteria that it is placing on the whole reform package. I would like the minister to explain why he sees the tying of funding to governance arrangements as being so absolutely critical to the forward motion of the funding arrangements.

Representations have also been made to me by the University of New England Students’ Association (UNESA) who have undertaken a thorough analysis of the proposal. They have raised concerns about increases to HECS, decreases to the number of courses and variety available at regional universities, restrictions to universities autonomy by introducing ‘conditions’ which must be met by the university before they receive Commonwealth funding as well as increasing the number of positions which can be reserved for students who can afford to pay full fees up front.

They believe the changes have implications on equity issues with access to university being increasingly based on ability to pay, not academic merit. As well, UNESA believes the new funding models would mean that regional universities would have to compete with larger, better resourced metropolitan universities for their funding and that Regional Universities would be forced to specialise, eventually leading to universities like UNE being more like a glorified TAFE. They also have concerns about UNE possibly losing its research capacity.

I am a former student of the University of New England and current UNE Council member and as such have a very keen interest and involvement in its future.

From discussions I have had with my NSW State Independent colleague, Member for Northern Tablelands, Mr Richard Torbay MP, based in Armidale and Independent Member for Tamworth, Mr Peter Draper MP, I know that they share my concerns. Mr Torbay is also a member of the UNE Council.

Thank you for the opportunity of making a submission to the Senate Inquiry. I look forward to working with Senators in helping to bring about positive changes to our higher education system that will enhance opportunities for all but in particular those facilities based in the country and those students who choose to attend and gain their qualifications at these country based institutions.

Following is my question to the Minister on June 17 this year and his response.

I would also ask to be able to address the Inquiry when it convenes hearings.

Yours sincerely

Tony Windsor MP

Member for New England

Question without Notice: Education: University Funding

Education: University Funding

Mr WINDSOR (2.49 p.m.) —My question is to the Minister for Education, Science and Training. Analysis undertaken by the University of New England of the proposed reforms to higher education, in particular funding for regionally based universities, shows that, in the case of the University of New England, there will be a shortfall of close to $1.8 million in the year 2005, even after the 7.5 per cent regional loading initiative. What guarantees and measures will the minister put in place to give regional universities that have all their infrastructure and infrastructure costs in the region—as opposed to major city-based universities with regional campuses—equity of funding and opportunity? As a minimum, will the minister look at including external units with compulsory residential school requirements in the calculations for funding such regional universities?

Dr NELSON —I thank the member for New England for his question and for raising issues which have already been raised with me by Senators Tierney and Macdonald. I also thank the member for New England for pointing out that, in the government's $1.5 billion investment in Australia's higher education over the first four years and $10.6 billion increased investment over 10 years, one of the key elements, which both the Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister argued very strongly for, was to see that specific recognition was given to support and recognise the increasing burdens that are carried by universities and campuses in the regions of Australia. The result of that was funding of $122.6 million specifically for 31 universities in 54 campuses, and the University of New England will receive a 7&half; per cent additional loading to its funding in recognition of the requirements that are being placed on the Armidale campus.

I should also point out that one of the many things in this package is, firstly, a 7&half; per cent increase in the core funding for universities in the first three years, including the University of New England. If any university in any way is disadvantaged by the government moving to fund the university on the basis of the course content it delivers—and I do not accept it from the honourable member at face value; we will obviously be examining that in some detail—there is a $12.6 million transition fund specifically in 2005 to ensure that no university is disadvantaged.

I might also add that there will be 31,500 thousand additional HECS funded places in the first five years. The over-enrolled places at the University of New England, which attract only a quarter of the funding of the students up to the enrolment target, will become fully funded by the Commonwealth at a total cost of $347.6 million over three years.

Ms Macklin —Will they all stay there?

Dr NELSON —Those 25,000 places will indeed remain in the higher education sector.

Ms Macklin interjecting—

The SPEAKER —I warn the member for Jagajaga!

Dr NELSON —In addition to that, there will be 25,100 scholarships, 7,500 of which will be targeted for students in regional and rural areas to support accommodation costs—$16,000 each. There will be $138 million for a learning and teaching performance fund, specifically focused on universities such as the University of New England. In addition to that, we are increasing by $6.9 million the equity pool for universities over three years. A major withdrawer from that fund at the moment is the University of New England. There will be $10.3 million extra for the Indigenous support fund. That will be performance based. The University of New England has one of the most outstanding programs to support Indigenous students throughout the country. [start page 16589]
In addition to that there will be major changes in relation to industrial relations and governance for universities. Australia's vice-chancellors are here this week. I commend not only Professor Ingrid Moses, the Vice-Chancellor of the University of New England, but also all of the vice-chancellors for the leadership that they have shown in working with the government and even unions and students and the business community over the past year in developing a reform package that will build Australia's future in higher education. Sadly, the only organisation that did not contribute in any way is on the other side of the parliament.
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