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Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation

Of overriding concern to WSROC in the proposals put forward in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future is the likely impact on access to tertiary education by residents of Greater Western Sydney, which remains a region of entrenched educational disadvantage, and contains large numbers of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  
A significant element of this concern is the impact upon the region’s only university, the University of Western Sydney. If the proposals proceed, UWS could become a “second string” institution, only able to provide qualifications in more limited disciplines and of reduced status, with comparatively little research activity or  international connections and standing.
WSROC argues that given the GWS region’s significance to the national economy, its entrenched educational disadvantage, and its accelerating growth, the Commonwealth Government must adopt a strategic approach to increase tertiary education participation in this region, which includes facilitating the availability of first rate educational and research opportunities, through UWS and other institutions. 
Terms of Reference No.  1
The principles of the Government’s higher education package as outlined in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future.
· Any document entitled “Backing Australia’s Future” could be expected to take strategic approach to enhancing tertiary educational outcomes, as well as financial security and growth for the universities, analysing and responding to educational and institutional concerns of different parts of the country and sections of the tertiary education sector;
· However, the Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future document seems to adopt a “level playing field” strategy (with the exception of the loadings and scholarship support for rural and isolated students and institutions – see later) that ignores relative advantages between institutions, due to differing capital holdings and investments, historical development and prestige, etc; 
· Crucially for Western Sydney, it also ignores relative disadvantage between potential students, other than the impact of distance and isolation, and in that it only proposes maintaining existing equity measures (ie the Indigenous Support fund, Higher Education Equity Programme and Disabilities Programme); 
· The above mentioned equity programmes have proved to be inadequate to address the entrenched educational disadvantage characteristic of the Greater Western Sydney region.  This is evidenced by recent research commissioned by WSROC (Shifting Suburbs Report: p41 – copy attached) showing that in 2001, only 10.5% per cent of persons over 15 in Greater Western Sydney had a university qualification, compared to 16.5% for Sydney as a whole, (and 20.8% for the “rest of Sydney”).  Furthermore, this gap is widening, as from 1991 to 2001 the increase in the proportion of persons in the region with a university degree was just 5.4% compared to a 7.0% increase for Sydney as a whole.  As the region has had its own university since 1989, and is in close proximity to a number of other institutions in the Greater Sydney Metropolitan region, there should not be a large and widening discrepancy in tertiary qualification rates between eastern and Western Sydney;
· The funding mechanism is a principal strategic tool for the Commonwealth Government to influence tertiary education outcomes.  This tool is acknowledged and used with respect to rural and isolated students and institutions, through the proposals for regional loadings and scholarships, as it should.  However, there is no strategies in the document articulated to the issues facing Greater Western Sydney, as indicated above;

· WSROC argues that Greater Western Sydney warrants specific strategies to address regional disadvantages for its students and the University of Western Sydney because of the regions’ significance as the third largest economic region in the nation (after eastern Sydney and Melbourne), and continuing (and accelerating) growth of the region.  The population of Sydney is currently increasing by over 50,000 people a year, with the majority of this growth being in Greater Western Sydney overall. Between 1981 to 2001 the population of GWS increased by 38 per cent compared with 23 per cent in Sydney Statistical Division area and New South Wales.  Recent land release proposals by the NSW government assume population increases for the region of the order of 500,000 over the next 15 years;
· Currently there are shortfalls in suitably qualified professionals in some fields that are being made up through the Skilled Migration Programme, which has been expanding in recent years.  Residents of Greater Western Sydney and the nation, have a right to expect that every opportunity is given to them to be educated for these, and other emerging professions, and that the Skilled Migration Programme does not become the “informal” measure to make up for lack of planning for future skill and knowledge needs. 
Terms of Reference No.  2
The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, 

· The proposed changes with respect student contributions to university fees (ie increases in HECs, expansion of domestic fee paying students, the proposed new scholarships, the introduction of a further loans programme and the growth of international students) in combination raise major concerns for the future of access to tertiary educaotin in the GWS region;

· The proposed increase in HECs places of approximately 30,000 is misleading in that it includes the absorption of “marginal” places, represented by current over enrolments by the universities, which total 25,000 nationally.  Given that the proposals also will enforce a limitation of future over enrolments to 2% of total enrolments, there will be marginal increases in actual numbers of students over that currently enrolled;

· The proposal for universities to charge up to 30% more for HECs places in their courses, will have a negative impact on students from disadvantaged families (as argued in detail in the submission to this Inquiry by ACOSS). 

[It is noted by WSROC that research of the DEST with respect to past increases in HECS contained in “HECS and Opportunities in Higher Education: Phil Aungles et al: 2002” was not conclusive, finding “no apparent adverse effect” on admissions (p. 30) and citing such “complicating factors” as “changes to institutional admission policies” and contributing to this uncertainty]

· The Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships are of too small a value, at $2,000 per year and available to too few students, to make any significant impact on numbers of disadvantaged students from the region;

· The proposal for up to 50% of total enrolments to be domestic full fee paying students, along with the continued growth in international students, creates the prospect of HECs funded places becoming a small proportion of total enrolments.  Over time this will marginalise the HECs scheme in the eyes of the institutions, the general public and the government, making HECs vulnerable to reduction or elimination;

· Any reduction (or even stagnation) in HECs places will increase the already highly competitive nature of access to these places.  Increased competition will further advantage those students who are able, or whose families are able, to afford a private school education, additional tutoring, extra educational resources and opportunities in their secondary education, at the expense of students without these resources or opportunities;  
· In light of this it is of great concern to WSROC that large numbers of students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds in our region will not be able to secure one of the diminishing HECs places, despite being capable of completing a degree and entering a profession ;
· The availability of a further (than HECs itself) loan to pay university fees will not be seen as a viable course by many students from lower socio-economic backgrounds, as highlighted in the submission from ACOSS;

Terms of Reference No.  5
Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors 

· The Commonwealth Government must significantly increase the number of HECs funded places above the absorption of “over-enrolments”, and commit to annual HECs place increases to ensure that competition for HECs places does not further limit the opportunity for capable students to access university; 
· Funding for the Higher Education Equity Programme (HEEP)should be substantially increased to levels comparable to the Education Costs Scholarships program, at approximately $40 mill annually;

· In addition to the criteria for eligibility for HEEP, performance measures for this programme should include a measure of educational outcome in terms of qualifications attained by students assisted by HEEP funds; 
· The Commonwealth Government should develop specific incentives for investment and innovation by Universities in providing courses, research opportunities and facilities in GWS; 
· The Commonwealth Government, in liaison with UWS and other interested universities, should develop a strategic plan to increase rates of university level education in GWS to the level for the rest of Sydney by 2010 – 2015.
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