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1.

INTRODUCTION/SUMMARY

The Student Association Incorporated (SA) is the official student organisation of the University of Tasmania, Launceston (Newnham and Inveresk campuses) and the North West Centre at Burnie. It is responsible for the provision and support of a range of quality, cost effective and relevant operations and services at the Newnham campus, Inveresk Academy of the Arts and North West Centre. The Student Association Student Representative Council (SRC) is an elected student body that represents students enrolled to study at the Newnham campus, Inveresk Academy of the Arts and North West Centre campuses of the University. 

The key objectives of the SA, as defined in the enabling University Ordinance (No. 42) and the SA Strategic Plan, are to promote the intellectual, material, social, cultural and sporting life of students and the University community, and matters incidental thereto as well as to conduct the business and service operations of the organisation on a financially sustainable basis.

These are deliberately broad objectives, so that changing short-term priorities can be accommodated without the necessity of changing the thrust of the strategic plan. Changes in focus within the scope of the strategic plan can be accommodated in the annual Management Committee Business Plan and Action Plans developed by Student Council Officers.

We welcome the opportunity to comment on the Government’s proposed Higher Education reforms and are pleased that the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee has chosen to adopt broad terms of reference for this inquiry. Given that all the reforms outlined in Backing Australia’s Future are subject to legislation, we are interested in contributing to the broad public debate about the current proposed changes to the Australian Higher Education system in an attempt to generate positive outcomes. Consequently, our submission will primarily address the first term of reference of this inquiry: ‘The principles of the Government’s Higher Education package’. We will limit our commentary to selected proposals outlined in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, primarily the flagging of introducing Optional Membership of Student Organisations (OMSO) and the lack of increases in social security for students as the impact of Backing Australia’s future on the resources and funding at the University of Tasmania is a complex issue which will be determined by the interaction of the new funding measures with institutional and student behaviour in the coming years. 

2.
STRENGTHS OF BACKING AUSTRALIA’S FUTURE 

The Government’s package does have its strengths. According to an independent report recently released by the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs  (MCEETYA), when the phase out of over-enrolment is taken into account, there will be an 8% increase in fully funded places at the University of Tasmania.
 Furthermore, when both fee-paying and subsidised places are considered together, the ratio of higher education places will actually increase in Tasmania from 2002-2011.
 However, we do have a concern that there are no transitional arrangements in place to cover the period from when marginal places will be cancelled until when the Government will introduce 25 000 subsidised places.

We are quite pleased that preliminary independent findings indicate a potential positive outcome for the University. We believe that education is the key to Australia’s and, more particularly, to Tasmania’s future and that access to quality, affordable and accessible education is of paramount importance. Given that the Tasmanian State Government is currently looking to increase school retention rates by raising the school leaving age to 17 years, more Tasmanian students are going on to complete year 12 and their access to a quality tertiary education if they so choose to undertake it, should not be diminished.

4. IMPACT ON ACCESS AND EQUITY , STUDENT POVERTY AND INCOME SUPPORT

Of particular concern to the Student Association SRC is the fact that Backing Australia’s Future could potentially impact on access and equity for those from  disadvantaged backgrounds. We believe that the equity initiatives within the package should be strengthened. Some students from this particular group may well be denied access to their preferred institution or course due to impending differences between universities and courses, the potential for a 30% increase in fees at some universities, fewer HECS liable places per head of population and the fact that the new FEE-HELP scheme will be capped at $50 000. The prospect of incurring such debts may act as a disincentive for those from disadvantaged backgrounds to further their education, especially considering that scholarships will count as income when it comes to working out a student’s entitlement to Centrelink benefits such as Youth Allowance, Austudy and Abstudy. There is evidence that social security payments are inadequate for some students, yet the Government has not chosen to review or increase these at all.
   

According to figures obtained from Monash University, students are increasingly delaying entrance to university to earn enough money to qualify as independent students. From 1998-2001, there was a 10-15% increase in the enrolment of students in their early 20s compared to only a 1% increase in the enrolment of 18 year olds. We are even aware of a student here at The University of Tasmania who delayed entry to university for 18 months to qualify as an independent student. The student in question got an almost perfect university entrance score, yet worked for 18 months in a bar for $5.50 an hour just to be able to qualify for Youth Allowance in order to be able to afford to attend university.

4.
YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT

Youth unemployment in Tasmania is high in comparison to the national average. Indeed, Tasmania’s youth unemployment rate alone is almost 4 times higher that that of the general population. The official unemployment rate for youth 15-19 years is 21.8%
. However, even if a person works one hour a week, they are classified as employed so the hidden figures are much worse. Whilst the problem is obviously the lack of jobs with 7 unemployed Australians for every job vacancy, skill formation for young people is important and thus access to tertiary education should not be compromised in any way.

5.
QUALITY OF EDUCATION AND FULL FEE PAYING PLACES

The raising of full fee paying places to 50% could lead to the overall lowering of the standard at universities. Students who previously would have been regarded by the university as academically incapable could theoretically now be able to study if they had the available funds. Reduction of overall quality of teaching is also a possibility as academics may face pressure to pass fee-paying students due to the university’s dependence on their funds. The academic integrity of institutions could be brought into question with students unworthy of a degree passing. For example, an audit report recently undertaken by the Australian Universities Quality Agency found that Macquarie University failed to ensure that full fee paying students enrolled in its overseas courses passed entry requirements, including speaking English.

6.
OPTIONAL MEMBERSHIP OF STUDENT ORGANISATIONS

Backing Australia’s Future flags the future introduction of Optional Membership Of Student Organisations (OMSO) through separate legislation. If introduced, such legislation could have an extremely negative impact on university life by impeding the ability of the SA to provide services to students as well as the potential for the university to attract future prospective students. 

The removal of this compulsory fee could also mean that the following services provided by the SA would no longer be available:

Intellectual

· Scholarships & Bursaries

· SA Mt. Nelson Award





· NW Bursary Scheme





Material

· Catering Operations

· Cafeteria &






Restaurant






· Coffee Shop






· Bar







· Café at Inveresk






· Convenience Store & Services

· SA Shop







· Resource Centres*




 

· Graduation and Academic Dress Hire

· Student Gallery - Inveresk

Goods and services provided by the 2 Resource Centres

· Student photocopying service

· Laser printing service
· Student fax service
· Laminating service
· 24 hour access computer laboratory
· Supervision of the operation of the computer laboratory
· Ticket sales office for campus events
· Typing register
· Lecture notes
· Internet access student subscription and registration
· Distribution of course books
· Bus tickets and timetables
· Student discount cinema tickets
· Public telephone and phone cards
· Student travel cards (ISIC)
· Locker hire
· Lost property






Social

· Recreation Centre – Newnham





· Recreation Centre – Inveresk





· Clubs & Societies







· Entertainment &







· AACA - affiliation and activities





Cultural

· University Gallery Funding







· International Student Activities





Sporting

· Sport & Rec, Launceston – facilities and operations


· Aust Universities Sport – affiliation and activities, including the University     

      Games


· Scholarships







Welfare

· Secretarial support for University’s Student Safety Net Grant Scheme

· Disabled students’ resource and facilities Grant


· Personal Accident  Insurance cover for every student



 

Capital Expenditure

Facilities & equipment

The SA is not concerned about proposals for voluntary membership of student organisations as such an arrangement already exists. If a student at the University of Tasmania chooses not to be a member of the Student Association, the component of their fee that would normally go to the Student Representative Council goes to the Management Committee. However, this year only one out of 5000 students chose not to be associated with the representative arm of their student body. 
The experience of Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) in Western Australia has demonstrated that, without (and possibly even with) any transitional arrangements, OMSO will, without question, effectively destroy student unions, guilds, organisations and associations. In the late 1990s, the then Federal Education Minister, Dr David Kemp, referred to Western Australia as a working example of VSU stating ‘when campus organisations cannot take their customers for granted, they will have to provide a better service or they will lose their customers…In Western Australia, which has had Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) since 1995, we have already seen change in the services provided’
. In reality however, VSU resulted in a significant demise in the services that were provided to students. Although the legislation has been significantly repealed by the current WA Labor Government since then, at the time it resulted in the collapse of campus life at Edith Cowan University and a severe cut back of it at Murdoch and Curtin Universities.

Universal membership of Student organisations means that the SA is uniquely placed to provide the university with a formal link to the grassroots student population. We assist in informing the university what students want and we believe that our support for the university could not reasonably be expected to be overtaken by university administration. Furthermore, the culture of a university campus is inextricably linked to the student organisation as is the culture and identity of a local community to their local council.

7.
POSSIBLE ALTERNATIVE ARRANGEMENTS

Dr Nelson has often stated that under the Government’s proposal the highest up front fee for most domestic university students will be the student union fee (or equivalent). The University of Tasmania has an arrangement in place whereby a student can have their fee waived or reduced if they can demonstrate that they are suffering from financial hardship. Nonetheless, if the Government is genuinely as concerned about the financial impact of this fee as they are about the impact of up front course fees they would allow the HELP scheme to cover it.

8.
GOVERNANCE

Providing a significant tranche of funding that is contingent on particular reforms is tantamount to forcing universities to adopt such reforms. This approach makes the assumption that universities are unable to act in their own interests, or that there is some inherent flaw in the current governance and industrial relations arrangements within universities. It is anathema to the principle espoused by the Government of allowing universities to pursue their own missions, as this would presumably mean that universities should also be allowed to govern their own affairs.

If the Government is to stand by its assertion that a one-size-fits-all approach to university funding is no longer relevant then surely the same is true of universities’ approaches to their own operational matters.

In relation to the specifics of the principles, the governance requirements should have no significant impact on the University of Tasmania. Although the requirement to appoint members of stakeholder groups ad personum is not of significant concern, the current ex officio appointment arrangement for student members of the University Council ensures that they are able to gain extensive knowledge and understanding of basic governance principles and university operating procedures through their activities as student presidents. Obviously there is an inherent conflict of interests in this arrangement, but as the University will undoubtedly testify it is manageable.

There is some concern that proposed industrial relations reforms have the potential to create unnecessary angst in the workplace and the effect this may have on the morale of academics and hence the learning outcomes on students. No doubt the NTEU will submit comments on the more specific effects of such reforms.
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