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Email: eet.sen@aph.gov.au

The Secretary

Senate Employment Workplace Relations and Education
References Committee

Suite $G.52

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2601

Dear Mr Carter

| attach QUT’s submission to the Inquiry into higher education funding and
regulatory fegislation. | understand that the original closing date for
submissions was 15 August and note an extended deadline to 29 August. |
apologise for this later submission as discussions have been taking place with
the Queensland State Government and others concerning our submission
content.

We would be happy to provide further details of any aspect of our submission
should the Committee so require. We thank the Committee for the opportunity
to contribute to the debate on this very significant matter.

Yours sincerely

ey

‘Professor Peter Coaldrake
Vice-Chancellor

Tel: 07 3864 2365
Fax: 07 3864 4061
Email: p.coaldrake@qut.edu.au
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1. The principles of the Government’s higher education package

Acknowledgement of the Importance of Debate
The Federal Minister for Education, Science and Technology, the Hon. Dr Brendan Nelson initiated a significant Review of Higher Education to take stock of the significant returns on government investment in Australia’s universities over a decade and how it might be enhanced in the next decade.

QUT has contributed to that review, including its submission of June 2002 to the Ministerial Discussion Paper Higher Education at the Crossroads http://www.chancellery.qut.edu.au/vc/docs/ltd/crossroads_final.pdf
In that earlier submission the theme which permeated QUT’s view was the need for an intelligent and creative look at the current framework surrounding Australian education, one which values the diversity of the system and provides strategies to support and reward that diversity. QUT took the view that the current systems of funding and load allocation and the compliance regimes needed an overhaul to keep pace with the changing face of Australian higher education. QUT has taken the view that the wider application of performance incentives for the sector (including for teaching) which embrace its diversity, could provide a welcome stimulus for the future health of all universities.

QUT found the review processes employed by the Commonwealth in 2002 helped to provide a national focus and were widely consultative of the sector and across the States.

That national debate was one which was timely, particularly in the light of Australia’s competitive position in the global knowledge economy.

The Commonwealth Government announced a package of reforms as part of the 2003-2004 budget entitled Our Universities Backing Australia’s Future. But specific details concerning the package and the legislation which will give effect to its broad intentions are not yet known. This submission is based on those broad intentions that have been announced.

One of the telling factors for universities will be the success with which the Commonwealth Government is able to adopt a whole-of-government approach to the package and the way in which the Commonwealth and States come together (through MCEETYA or otherwise) to support progress, including the sensitive issue of governance protocols and mechanisms for distributing university places in future, particularly new places.

QUT is particularly interested in this latter point as it draws its student entry base largely from South-East Queensland where there is a growing population and unmet demand, particularly in Brisbane and towards its northern fringes as far as Caboolture. QUT also draws 3000 regional or rural students to its Brisbane campuses as well as over 4000 international students to an Australian on-shore experience.
Recognition of the Merits of Some Proposals

There are a number of aspects of the broad reform package which have significant merit. These include:
· Recognition of the under-funding of Australian universities by the Commonwealth Government;

· A new focus on the quality of teaching and learning to balance an emphasis in the past on research performance (the new Learning and Teaching Performance Fund);

· A degree of selectivity and concentration in national priority areas, particularly those of nursing and teaching; (however Commonwealth funding for these areas needs to be increased eg. Teaching’s placement in the relative weightings disadvantages it compared to other disciplines which combined with the absence of top up fees will not allow Universities to meet the real costs of pre-service teacher education)
· Recognition of the significance of Australia’s contribution to international education;

· Recognition of the value of diversity in the higher education system.

Major Concerns with Some of the  Principles

Some of the concerns QUT has in relation to the broad aspects of the package are:

· The imposition of greater costs on students and their families and the potential impact on equality of opportunity for publicly subsidised higher education;
· The lack of a consistent cost basis and rationale for determining the quantum of Commonwealth Operating Grant contributions for different disciplines (Law for example being left largely to a market position and HECS top-ups or fees); 
· The inadequate treatment of scholarships and other support programs for disadvantaged students, including Indigenous students;

· The attachment of industrial relations practices and governance conditions to funding which mitigates a clear and transparent basis for funding of higher education;

· The impact on school-leavers of more restricted access to higher education;

· In relation to regional university loadings, the failure to appreciate that many city-based universities, including QUT with 3000 regional students, contribute to the education of students drawn from the regions, and that many regional universities have a majority of their students at de facto city campuses.

2. The effect of the Government’s proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to:
· The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons
The second Phillips Report for MCEETYA suggests a net national increase in Commonwealth funded load under the package of less than 3500 EFTSU. Allowing that the annual output of graduates increased by 60% over the decade 1990-2000, it is clear the Commonwealth Government proposes that any further growth is to be funded by students and their families ie. a significant cost-shifting from publicly-subsidised to privately subsidised.

Combined with further de-regulation of the domestic undergraduate education market (by allowing admission of up to an additional 50% of Commonwealth quota on a fee-paying basis) this may create significant barriers to selection on merit. The absence of sufficiently strong elements of scholarship support and the failure of a whole-of-government approach would exacerbate this. A recent decision in one Commonwealth Department to include the value of fee-waiver scholarships as “income” for study assistance purposes only highlights the pitfalls in a less than whole-of-government approach. The impact of this on student debt levels is a concern.
There is potential for increased regulation of institutional discipline mix by the Commonwealth (this includes the treatment of nursing and teaching places). This runs contrary to the principle of autonomy and also fails to appreciate the complexity of accurate load management, including continuing students opting in and out of study at their discretion which is not controllable by universities.
· 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
The proposal to convert marginally-funded places to fully-funded places is strongly supported. We concur that quality education requires full funding.

QUT also supports a mechanism that would allow its subsidised allocations to be adjusted on the basis of population movements and the relative proportion of unmet demand. The details of this have not yet been announced.

In large part, the package relinquishes real growth to private funding and market forces and this may have a significant and unpredictable impact on the funding base of particular universities and the mix of disciplines that they may need to offer to be attractive in a local market. This may have quite differential impacts.

The package contains no effective indexation mechanism for the Commonwealth’s significant investment. The HECS-HELP rates for students are not effectively indexed and the HECS repayment threshold remains too low. 
In addition, the reform package fails to address significant infrastructure challenges, particularly for research, but also for teaching in terms of both capital and virtual asset investment as new technologies emerge.

The extent of Commonwealth contribution under the proposed new arrangements for a range of discipline areas remains a major concern. (Law has been mentioned already.) This extends to high cost clinical areas such as Optometry, Podiatry, Nutrition and Dietetics and other allied health fields which continue to attract low Commonwealth subsidies that impact on quality and viability.
· The provision of fully-funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the ‘learning entitlement’.

The absence of genuine costings and consequential funding for a range of disciplines will prejudice quality and viability. This extends from the proposed partial funding for Law to inadequate funding for allied health clinical courses and studio-based courses in the performing and visual arts.

The cost shifting to private funding may not address either labour market needs or skills shortages over time, and the proposed mechanism for bureaucratic control may result in what the AVCC has described as a potential for intrusive micro management and the absence of a robust system (through HEIMS) to adequately examine and control load and load management effectively.

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


The reform package does not comprehensively address the sustainability of research and research training but foreshadows further initiatives in the 2004-2005 budget. A series of reviews is currently being undertaken and includes consultation with the sector. Whilst some initiatives were announced in 2001, the major investments by Government in those initiatives in future out years have yet to be achieved.


Consultation for a national strategy on the provision of research infrastructure is taking place and is urgently required.


Similarly a review of the IGS and RTS schemes is underway. There is a strong basis for re-assigning RTS places to Queensland universities where there is significant unmet demand in contrast to some other states where RTS places remain unfilled.
4. The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

QUT is a public university established under a State Act of Parliament and responsible to the State in terms of Ministerial authority, major land holdings (through State Education Reserves) and financial accountability. As with other public universities the reality of Commonwealth funding and an overlay of accountability for that purpose and for purposes of quality assurance is accepted.

The current package of proposals places public universities in a continuing invidious position unless the Commonwealth and States achieve sensible agreement, and may expose universities to double and potentially conflicting obligations. This is highlighted in respect of the governance, accountability and industrial relations aspects of the package.
Governance
The Commonwealth proposals seek to tie a proportion of Commonwealth funding to governance reforms. Universities do not control the State legislative environment under which they are formally constituted and the States might reasonably baulk at Commonwealth intrusion into their constitutional arena.

The Commonwealth should not expose universities to funding sanctions for matters that are beyond their control and indeed should fund universities on the basis of the quality of the education they provide.

The Council of QUT has not yet formed a view regarding the matter of Council composition. We do regard issues of role and performance to be critical and over the next few months will be considering these matters.
Institutional Accountability and Autonomy
Universities have obligations of accountability under their State authorising Acts of Parliament. Financial accountability and risk management are prescribed in Queensland under the relevant Queensland legislation
 and are subject to annual reporting to the State Parliament and to audit by the Queensland Auditor-General. The proposed Commonwealth accountability measures overlap and potentially duplicate some of these, imposing unnecessary administrative burdens.
In addition, some of the proposed measures, particularly concerning discipline mix regulation seem heavy-handed and inconsistent with the principles of both diversity and de-regulation, and with the cost-shifting from public to private funding.
Industrial Relations
Funding tied to workplace relations reforms is not compatible with either funding for quality or institutional autonomy. The magnitude of the funds at stake makes this a very significant issue ($404 million to the sector). An objective review of the impact of the initial foray by the Commonwealth Government and its impact on quality education over recent years may provide a basis for considering the value of the exercise in the proposed second round.
QUT values its staff and their contribution and seeks to progress workplace practices appropriate for QUT and its valued staff. Almost certainly, imposed artificial agendas will not be the best method of achieving the necessary workplace environment to support quality education.

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

In addition to specific options already canvassed the following are necessary:
· Greater attention to equity of access issues for socio-economically disadvantaged students, Indigenous students, and others; and a necessary whole-of-government approach to scholarships;
· Refinement of the Learning Entitlement proposal to take account of access, particularly for women over a learning life-cycle and portability/flexibility requirements;

· Inadequate treatment to date of further much needed research support, including Commonwealth support for infrastructure;

· The International package will have a detrimental effect and needs revision.

The Labor Party has announced its revised education policy under which the Commonwealth would set undergraduate fees and provide additional new places, regulate HECS charges and provide indexation of grants, but would also provide funds to improve university teaching. The reality in Western systems of higher education over recent decades has been a shift from public to private funding. The dangers in reinforcing a stronger public funded base at a specific point in time are that the public purse will not sustain increased growth and expense into the future and this will be the primary concern with the proposal.
� The Financial Administration Act and the Statutory Bodies Financial Arrangements Act
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