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Submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee

Inquiry into the Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation  

National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU)

South Australian Division

Preamble

The National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU) South Australian Division represents the interests of over 2,000 academic and general staff members located at three universities in the state. The Division welcomes this opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry into the higher education measures announced by the Federal Education, Science and Training Minister, Dr Brendan Nelson in May 2003 in the package entitled Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future. We would also welcome an opportunity to make an appearance before the Committee in the Adelaide hearing.

This contribution reflects the concerns of our members over the effect of the package on the South Australian higher education institutions and addresses the pertinent issues for three universities separately. Each individual contribution has been prepared by the relevant NTEU Branch through a consultative process with our members. The Division submission consists of the three Branch submissions. The endeavor here is to present the specific impacts of the package on the three institutions, and outline their particular concerns, but at the same time emphasise that the economic and social well-being of the State of South Australia will be affected by the economic and social sustainability of its higher education institutions. In particular, we believe that the problem of ‘brain drain’ in the State is directly linked to the diminishing capacities of universities to service and develop the State’s ‘knowledge economy’. The declining levels of public investment in higher education have directly contributed to the ‘brain drain’.

The Division is particularly concerned with the deleterious effect of higher fees on student access and equity, and the combined effect of limiting student’s access to Commonwealth supported full-time equivalent study place to a period of 5 years. We are also concerned with the Commonwealth’s proposal to tie any new funding to institutions’ acceptance of its proposed governance and workplace relations reforms. 

Quality, equity, diversity and sustainability of the package

The Minister’s policy statement on higher education, Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, states that the Government’s guiding reform priorities are sustainability, quality, equity and diversity of Australia’s higher education system. 

The Division would like to reinforce the importance of these principles for the funding and regulation of higher education as an element of publicly funded infrastructure that provides public benefit. 

In particular, we draw on the NTEU’s policy in relation to the public role of higher education and universities in particular. While we allow flexibility for inevitable changes in higher education policy, the Division believes that the central functions of the Australian higher education system should remain constant. These are:

· To offer courses of study in all academic disciplines and at levels ranging from doctorate to associate diploma;

· To provide education in both vocational or professional areas, and in general disciplines;

· To engage in and support research activities in all disciplines, and to train students in research;

· To provide educational and research resources and services to the broad community including business, unions and non-profit organizations;

· To encourage and contribute to public discussion and debate about political, economic, social, cultural and scientific issues.

The Division does not believe that the Minister’s package will make South Australian universities more diverse, equitable, accessible and sustainable. This assertion is based on extensive research conducted by the NTEU, the AVCC and that based on local experience of members in their institutions, and is substantiated in individual submissions presented herein. 

For the purpose of the argument here, we would like to offer a few statistical pointers reflecting the state of South Australian universities today.

Table 1 below presents the current status of staff: student ratio for each university:

Table 1: Staff: student ratios for SA universities

	
	Staff: student ratio, 2002
	Increase in staff: student ratio, 1996-2002 (%)

	University of Adelaide
	1: 17
	25.8%

	Flinders University
	1: 16.5
	19.9%

	University of South Australia
	1: 22.5
	30.3%


(Source: AVCC, Actual Student: Teacher Ratios 2002, August 2003, http://www.avcc.edu.au/policies_activities/resource_analysis/key_stats/student_staff_ratios.htm)

The Government’s package, and in particular its new funding formula, will not alleviate the high staff: student ratios that currently threaten the quality of higher education provided at the three universities. NTEU research shows that the new Commonwealth Grants Scheme will deliver less money to Australian universities than they would receive under current funding arrangements (Block Operating Grants). This is presented in Table 2 below:

Table 2: Impact of Commonwealth Grants Scheme on SA institutional funding in 2005

	
	Base Operating Grant (BOG), 2003 
	Commonwealth Contribution+ HECS, 2005 ($’000)
	Difference between Commonwealth Contribution+ HECS, and BOG, 2005

	University of Adelaide
	$111,732,000
	$109,467,000
	-$2,265,000

	Flinders University
	$84,147,000
	$81,805,000
	-$2,342,000

	University of South Australia
	$155,572,000
	$154,979,000
	-$593,000


(Source: NTEU National Office, Submission to 2003 Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Reference Committee Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation)

The analysis shows that the deregulation of higher education fees and the ‘initiatives’ proposed in the package will not bring the injection of public funding needed by South Australian universities. 

The following parts of the submission outline our particular and specific disagreements with the package. We hope that our submission will be duly considered by the Committee.

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education

Reference Committee
Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation

Submission by the NTEU Branch, University of Adelaide, Australia 

29 August 2003

The University of Adelaide branch of the National Tertiary Education Union wishes to address six points in its submission to the Senate Inquiry into higher education and regulatory legislation.  Our submission relates to the terms of reference of the committee, in particular the likely financial effect of budgetary measures on the University of Adelaide and its students, including the effect of fee deregulation and the expansion of full fee places; the implications of the proposed changes on research and on the governance of this institution.  Our submission will address these matters in turn.  

1. Inequity of the funding model

While we agree with the Government's proposal that marginally funded places

should be fully funded, we are concerned that South Australia's 2,500 places may be shifted to other States, thereby exacerbating regional differentiation.  This looms as a major problem for the University of Adelaide and indeed for all of South Australia's universities. They would be impoverished, yet have higher cut-off scores than for similar courses elsewhere.

According to DEST and ABS figures quoted by Phillips Curran, South Australia's participation rate is well below the national average. Consequently, a shift of load from South Australia would make this situation worse, and in the light of these figures, go against the very objectives of the Nelson Report of enhancing equity.

It is our view that South Australia can be considered regional, despite not being classified as such in the Nelson Report. Currently, it is showing signs of economic recovery. A shift of load would be a disastrous signal of impending retreat for the South Australian economy in general and this institution in particular.

The University of Adelaide has been able to recover from its previous financial problems by maintaining high enrolment rates. While the government makes assumptions about the University of Adelaide gaining from the changes, it is estimated by the real situation will be that in 2005 the University of Adelaide would actually lose $295.56 per student or $2.265 million from the proposed changes (National NTEU Submission to Inquiry).  As such, we consider the new funding model to be a step backwards for this institution and should be opposed in the Senate.

So we share with the University of Adelaide the serious concern that, if HECS-liable places are not maintained, South Australia and this university in particular will be "severely disadvantaged" (opening remarks by Professor McWha, submission by the University of Adelaide, 15 August 2003).  Should the State as a whole be forced to 

reduce its load, cut-off scores will rise and higher education will become more of a privilege than a right for South Australians.  Also disparities between this institution and other Go8 research-based universities will become evident.

2.
Inequities of HECS-HELP and the current loans scheme
It is our opinion that a large proportion of students coming to the University of Adelaide will not be able to afford the new loans scheme (HECS-HELP) or the anticipated rise in the HECS payments.   The proposed additional HECS revenue is unlikely to flow on to the University of Adelaide - certainly not in proportions to that of Victoria and New South Wales.  Rather, there will be a fall in subsidised places at this institution (see Phillips Curran Study, June 2003, 34).  So this institution will be experience a fall in enrolments which will not be compensated by a rise in fee paying places, especially in the years 2003-2005 that are now critical to consolidating the turn around in this institution's fortunes.  South Australian universities already lose students to institutions interstate; for instance, there was a net loss of 1,768 in 2002.  The move to full-fee paying students will exacerbate this trend, with long term consequences for this State.  

Our admissions will also be hurt if immediate HECS increases occur as expected.  Given that the average income in South Australia is below average, the negative effects described by Professor Bruce Chapman (Phillips Curran Study, June 2003, page 74 and Appendix D) will be particularly severe.

3.
Inequities and the Law Degree

The HECS proposal for Law poses great difficulties for the University of Adelaide.  There may be a market for fee-payers in the eastern States, but here, our Law School has had, as a matter of necessity as well as expertise, to concentrate on equity in admissions and social conscience issues in research and legal practice. 

Lower incomes in South Australia will mean that the estimated fee of $33,420 (Phillips Curran Study, June 2003, page 68) will not be generally affordable in this State.  Consequently, inequities would emerge between our Law School and comparable law schools interstate.

4.

Inequities in Postgraduate Funding

Also difficult for the University of Adelaide is the very small increase (4500 to 4531 in the period 2002-2007) in Australian Postgraduate Awards from 2002 to 2007.  Within the last decade, there have been many years when this University had the highest research output per staff member in Australia.

5.
‘Learning entitlement’

The proposal to limit HECS support to five years of equivalent full-time study (the "Learning Entitlement") should be re-considered.  It discriminates against students in long degree programs, such as double or combined degrees, and leaves unclear the position of students wishing to change programs or unable to complete due to circumstances beyond their control.  Something more flexible is needed.

6.
Governance and accountability

On governance, we would point out that the Council of the University of Adelaide was reduced from 35 to 20 (plus one co-opted member) in 1996.  (AUQA Audit of the University of Adelaide, March 2003, section 1.2 "Council", page 14).  This is so close to the number 18 advocated by the Federal Government that further change is not warranted.  The changes in 1996 were not without severe consequences, as the turbulence of the intervening years has shown, including the precipitous resignation of Vice-Chancellor O’Kane and the appointment of the interim Vice-Chancellor Blake before the arrival of Vice-Chancellor McWha.  During these years of upheaval, staff expertise proved to be the key to preserving corporate memory and hence accountability.  For example, the University of Adelaide Council removed real decision making from the full Council to a small executive, which undermined the accountability procedures of the Council.  The collective memory of the staff experts was critical in correcting this imbalance and in restoring participation and therein accountability and transparency to the whole Council in the affairs of the University.  

There is a strongly held view here (apparently not shared by the Federal Government) that the retention of a few State parliamentarians with opposing political views would have resulted in far less turbulence and (as guardians of the University Act) far greater public accountability. However we agree entirely with the Federal Government's view that the Council must not delegate any of its core powers, contrary to what is proposed in amendments to the Act in State parliament.

In regard to governance issues, we concur with the University of Adelaide submission expressing concern "that essential funding is conditional on changes in governance and workplace relations; changes that are part of a reform agenda that should be advanced through other means.  In addition, we wish to record our objections to the proposed legislation to ensure that membership of student organisations is optional and the resulting impact this will have on the provision of services currently supplied by student organisations."

In conclusion, the NTEU is committed to equity and diversity and is concerned that the proposed Nelson changes will be disadvantageous to the State.

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee

Inquiry into the higher education funding and regulatory legislation

Submission by the NTEU Branch, Flinders University of South Australia,

29 August 2003

This submission sets out what Flinders NTEU Branch considers problems for Flinders University in the ‘Backing Australia’s Future’ higher education reform policy (subsequently referred to as “Backing”)

The stated principles of the policy are equity, quality, diversity and sustainability.  Our comments are directed chiefly at the first three.
1.
The quality of Flinders University’s teaching and research requires a substantial increase in its funding, to increase staff levels by at least 10% and to fund future salary increases required to bring university salaries up to competitive levels. Already, student/staff ratios and administrative support are at unsustainable levels.  Continuing application of the policy of “doing more with less” has left no reserves for illness or leave among administrative staff, while administrative staff and academic staff are so fully loaded with teaching that research is curtailed.  Ideally, salary increases of some 25% are required over the next three years to restore levels with comparators such as CSIRO or teachers. Subsequent increases of at least the rate of GDP growth will be required to maintain competitiveness. 

2.
The “Backing” policy does little to back this requirement. No significant restoration or increase of government funding levels is proposed. Indexation is set too low (below inflation and some 2% below GDP growth), which compares poorly with indexation for school funding. Flinders will be unable to draw sufficient additional funding from other than government sources for two reasons: Flinders is not seen as a prestigious, “old school tie” university; secondly, state GDP has grown at half the national average rate for the last 15 years, which has reduced private funding sources relative to the Eastern seaboard. 

3.
For reasons under point 2, Flinders is unlikely to be able to charge students a 30% increase to HECS across the board, even if that were equitable, and is unlikely to have significant surpluses over costs derived from private funding, since that is likely to remain limited in South Australia. 

4.
Increases in HECS proposed are inequitable and probably unsustainable. They are inequitable because the increased financial pressure will lead students from poorer backgrounds to opt for cheaper universities, even if they are academically qualified for entry. Courses providing qualifications for lucrative professions will thus be relatively less accessible to poorer students, thereby increasing the already unacceptable degree to which a wealthy family background confers advantages on some students. This inequity will become compounded as those universities perceived to be less prestigious fall behind in their capacity to attract the best academic staff, thereby intensifying the relative advantages of prestigious universities and the relative advantages of students with access to these. The overall result will be increased proportions of students from wealthier backgrounds attending more expensive universities and gaining access to the most prestigious and high paying professions, reversing even the small and inadequate gains in equality of opportunity that have been made over the last forty years.

5.
As to sustainability, even the government proposes limits to HECS increases in teaching and nursing. Research indicates discouragement of poorer and mature age students. This indicates that HECS fees have reached levels that discourage students and especially poorer students. Further increases will cause further discouragement. In the case of Flinders, this will limit any capacity it has to increase fees to sustain the staffing and salary increases it requires to increase the quality of education offered and to attract high quality academic staff.  Full provision of university graduates will be unlikely in regions such as South Australia, compounding existing disadvantages.

6.

Provision of full fee places to Australian students is inequitable. It allows students with lower cut-off scores that reflect academic achievement to access courses that are inaccessible to poorer students with the same or higher scores. The government claims that this policy is required to ensure that Australian students have the same opportunities as full-fee paying overseas students. This claim is false. If full-fee places for Australian students were abolished, Australians would still be able to purchase full-fee places outside their home country, like overseas students, even though they would not be able to purchase full-fee places in their home country, as is also the case with many overseas students who purchase places in Australian universities. 
The Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee
Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation
Submission by the NTEU Branch, the University of South Australia,

29 August 2003

The following submission aims to address the Inquiry within the framework of concern for the equity of access and quality of education provided by the university with regard to its current capacities.

·  Equity:

1. The University of South Australia and its precursor institutions have a strong history of supporting Indigenous participation in higher education. There are also other disadvantaged and underrepresented groups that are ignored by the present government proposal. The student income support arrangements are totally inadequate. Raising HECS repayment thresholds to the average graduate starting salary of around $35,000 would be more useful. The proposal for “learning entitlements” does little to alleviate problems in this area.

2. The proposal for “learning entitlements” would have a differential negative impact on students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Students wishing to continue education after a time in the workforce would pay full fees. Students who spend some time exploring and choosing a university direction would be severely disadvantaged. Students will be encouraged to narrow their choices in order to ensure ‘a smooth passage’. Women will be discouraged from university participation if they anticipate that having a child might break up the timing of the ‘learning entitlement’. Students who have not had the advantage of strong counseling about career choices will be disadvantaged.

The “learning entitlement” program will be a nightmare to track and police. A significant cost to the government will be record keeping and to the degree that these costs will be devolved to the University this will involve an offsetting financial burden.

3. The regional funding proposal will go some way towards ensuring equity for some students living in regional areas, although it fails to fully address the equity issues associated with geographical isolation. The inability for the government to recognize the high relative cost of students in “distance education” is another example of paying lip service to regional concerns but doing little.

· Diversity

Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future does not adequately address the issues of quality and equity that arise in a less regulated higher education system. There seems little doubt that the balance between government funding and student contributions will continue to widen. There seems little doubt that this will differentially impact on Indigenous, rural and isolated students and be a factor mitigating their participation in higher education. We see the University’s commitment to diversity as being under threat.

· Income support

Since its foundation in January 1991, the University of South Australia has had a strong commitment to equity. This commitment is enshrined in the University’s Act of Establishment and equity considerations form an integral part of the University’s planning, quality assurance, reporting and review processes. Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future fails to address basic issues concerned with recruitment and retention of disadvantaged groups. Essential to this endeavor is a combination of income supports ranging from scholarships to programs like “AUSTUDY”. The overwhelming majority of UniSA students work to supplement their living arrangements and the relative economic background operates inversely against students from economically poorer backgrounds. The ability to work and gain some financial independence is much more attractive for students who have not had a history of economic advantage. Scholarships of 2,000 and 4,000 are simply token and not a serious attempt to address the problem. The governments intention to play off various forms of support will mean these supports will be cancelled out and for the most part students will not be advantaged. Both Austudy and Youth Allowance should be increased of the government is serious about equity.

· Offshore students

SA enrolls over two thirds of South Australia’s international students. The proposed increase in costs for potential students begins to cut into the competitive edge gained through some hard work and development by staff over the past three years. As a “service export industry”, education deserves better. It would seem that conservative concepts like deregulation and encouraging independent initiative are not accompanied by other conservative concepts like tax incentives for investment and philanthropic activity.

· Less institutional flexibility

The government’s emphasis on individual initiatives is also compromised by high levels of government control over load and load profile. While the NTEU generally supports a unified University system the proposal takes away government support for the system and still rests a heavy hand on internal questions of distribution.

· Differential impact of fee deregulation 

The deregulation of fees will operate to the disadvantage of “new universities” like UniSA. Many Universities in the Eastern States have had the advantage of a long history of government funding and have substantial infrastructures built up over time. Fee deregulation will increase the disadvantage of newer Universities, insure a more lucrative student load profile for established Universities and increase the already existing gap between the haves and have just a little. The wealthy will be able to use their surplus to develop a more attractive environment and attract students. This will act to the detriment of the sector as a whole and counteract the growth of diversity in the sector. Universities like UniSa that have had to work very hard to begin to be competitive are now going to see that hard work potentially undone. The government and the sector should be working towards increasing the ground for cooperation and decreasing costly competition. These proposals increase the likelihood that the Universities in SA will be forced into even greater competition for scarce resources.

· Labor market needs 

The University of SA is the State's primary provider of Nursing and Teacher Education. The government’s proposal is to recognize those areas as National Priorities and then limit the University’s ability to properly fund any intended increase in student load. Encouraging the sector to look to increases in fees to alleviate financial shortfalls and blocking any increase in fees for Nursing and Education will probably result in an increase in non-priority areas and limited growth in an already under-funded sector like Nursing.

· Regional equity 

UniSa runs the Whyalla Campus with the clear understanding the this campus stands as a commitment to regional education and will always run as a financial burden for the five city based campuses. The government has systematically refused to acknowledge the financial complexities of running six campuses but there was an expectation that the “regional” grants would ease some of the burden of a campus like Whyalla. The $0.1 Million or $100,000.00 offered for Whyalla does not even suggest that the government is fully aware of the problem.

The proposals are an attack on institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations: The proposal of the government introduces a much greater level of government control than could be imagined from a group of ideologically committed free marketers. There is a denial of freedom to develop a unique local profile, an intrusion into the composition of the Council, the restrictive influence of the “learning entitlements” initiative and the attempt to introduce bribery as acceptable during the enterprise bargaining process.
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