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Introduction

James Cook University (JCU) is a regional university serving the people of the North and Far North regions of Queensland. Its catchment covers the area from Mackay in the South, to the Torres Strait in the North, and from the East Coast to the Northern Territory border.  We aspire to be both a quality teaching institution and a strong research university, concentrating on research and development relevant to life and issues in the tropics. 

 JCU is truly regional in that, in addition to the majority of its students being drawn from rural and remote backgrounds, its main campuses in Townsville and Cairns are some 1200 – 1700Km from the nearest capital city and major metropolis.

The University’s views on the higher education package introduced by the Government, Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, are thus reflective of our size and position, and the difficulties experienced by a regional university distant from the capital and major population.

1. The Principles of the Higher Education Package

JCU strongly supports the principles espoused by the Backing Australia’s Future package of reforms.  We applaud the consultative nature of the Crossroads Review that led to the package, and strongly support initiatives that will promote diversity among the higher education system, while improving equity and the quality of performance of institutions through access to increased funding by a variety of measures.

We are particularly pleased that, notwithstanding the Government’s desire to partially deregulate funding through the charging of fees, the amount of funding made available through a number of measures has been increased significantly.  This funding offers all institutions an opportunity to move ahead at a very difficult time.  The Government has seen the need to move to partial deregulation of fees in order that the system can continue to grow without placing a major burden on the taxpayer.  The process of deregulation is certainly controversial, and will place an extra burden on some students.  

However, it is not possible to gauge accurately how each of these measures will affect individual institutions, because of the contingent nature of several large funding mechanisms.  These include:

· Funding contingent on industrial relations reforms that are not yet defined and may be very difficult to achieve.

· Funding contingent on changes to governance structures of universities, which are dependent upon state acceptance, and which really require a Commonwealth – State approach.

· Funding dependent upon the regional status of an institution the definition of which is still unclear.

Not withstanding this uncertainty, JCU urges the committee to support the major facets of the legislation introduced by the Government to provide more funding to the Higher Education system, as to delay the passage of the legislation could be disastrous to a number of institutions.

JCU particularly welcomes the recognition that regional institutions, particularly those far from capital cities, face significant financial imposts, and that there is funding set aside to assist such institutions.  Such funding will undoubtedly assist regional universities to continue providing what would otherwise be non-viable services to their regions.  Nevertheless, the basis on which the funding will be distributed is still in doubt, and does not necessarily reflect the level of disadvantage felt by the institution.  The JCU submission to the Crossroads Review provided an overview of just how much the very basic costs of running a distant regional institution are increased by its location.

JCU also supports the Governments proposals for the priority areas of Nursing and Education, the commitment to improvements in the area of Indigenous education, and proposals for supporting excellence in Learning and Teaching.

The disappointment with the package is that there is no commitment on the part of the Government to increase indexation of funding to a realistic level commensurate with other government funded enterprises (such as Schools).  Such indexation would provide the certainty required for institutions to plan for their future while at the same time working to improve the quality of learning, teaching, research and service they provide.

2. The effect of these 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 possible financial impact on students clearly depends upon their location, their choice of program, their entry score and their university of choice.  For students applying to come to JCU, any such impact is likely to be minimal, as we are trying to encourage participation of students in the region in university studies.  Currently the region has a much lower participation rate than the Australian and Queensland averages, and it would be counter productive to substantially increase the fees required of students. Indeed an increase in fees would be likely to reduce participation.  For this reason, JCU is unlikely to increase the HECS component of undergraduate student fees over the next few years.  The impact of increasing fees is therefore likely to be minimal in our catchment.

Some students may wish to pay full fees to be able to enter specific programs with high entry cutoff marks using income contingent loans, if they have been unable to obtain a place subsidised by the government.  Such courses often have extremely high entry requirements, far beyond what is necessary to undertake successfully the relevant program.  If the level of cutoff is maintained at an appropriate level we do not see that this is a problem, and would not affect the quality of the cohort.

There is an apparent problem in income support for low-income students, which needs to be addressed on a whole of government basis.  The stated ruling by the Department of Family and Community Services that students who receive the small number of tuition or accommodation scholarships will have to include such scholarship funds in their taxable income, and to lose some AUSTUDY/youth allowance funds as a result is extremely unfortunate.  It totally devalues any scholarship funding to the point of making them hardly worthwhile.  Funds just get transferred from one government department to another.  Problems of this nature are particularly acute for rural and remote students who have to travel significant distances to study, even at their nearest university.

In addition, the new 3.5% interest rate on FEE-HELP loans is problematic for the long-term financial viability of a large number of students and should be reduced or removed.

· 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.

JCU is extremely pleased that the Government has seen fit to increase funding in Higher Education to the extent foreshadowed in the package. The opportunity to gain a further 7.5% funding over the next three years is welcomed, notwithstanding, as mentioned earlier, the problems with the contingent nature of these funds.  Clearly the system needs funding certainty to be able to develop and support the new processes included in the package.  Increased indexation, rather than contingent funding or arbitrary competitive fund pools would ensure a more stable system.

The new Commonwealth Grants Scheme whereby funds are received on the basis of an agreed discipline profile, and with funding based on the subject EFTSUs taught by the institution is certainly more transparent than previous models.  The problem with the proposed scheme lies in the extremely tight variances allowed before penalties are imposed.  A variation in funding of up to 1%, but penalties being invoked when the load is more than 2% away from the agreed target will be almost impossible to gauge.  Since the funding is set by subject enrolments (not course or program enrolments) JCU believes that a less stringent target needs to be set (say 3 or 4%).  Otherwise institutions will be forced to restrict their students’ choices dramatically in order to reduce the probability of exceeding or failing to reach the required load.

The new package also introduces HEIMS, a management system that every institution will have to implement in a very short timeframe.  The funding set aside to enable this to happen is very small, and much below what institutions are likely to need.  It would appear that bureaucracy is likely to increase rather than decrease because of the new system, and all ways to minimise bureaucracy should be explored.

· 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’

JCU welcomes the transfer of a significant number of marginally funded overenrolment places into fully funded places over the next few years.  It proposes that the distribution of places should take into account the changing demography of the states and hence changes in demand, but also factors in labour market needs in defined areas, the need to increase participation rates in regional areas that have been historically under represented in higher education.

It is pleasing to see that the Government intends to increase new places at a steady but rather slow rate from 2007.  JCU believes that demand will continue to increase nationwide, and that the increase in the number of new places should be designed to keep pace with such an increase.

It is too difficult to guess at this time what the impact of the  ‘learning entitlement’ might be.

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

It would appear that this term of reference is trying to guess the changes to the Knowledge and Innovations package might be, following the current spate of reviews.  JCU has responded in full to those reviews, and believes that:

· it is important to retain institutional block grants for research; 

· the drivers for the RTS clearly act too quickly in impacting adversely on institutions which, despite improving on an absolute scale, temporarily fail to keep up with improvements on a system wide scale;

· the RTS drivers do not adequately measure the quality of training offered by individual institutions;

· there is much to gain through closer cooperation between universities and government funded research agencies;

· research infrastructure needs to be maintained for the future health of the nation.

4. The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth and the States and universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations

Issues relating to problems with the governance of universities centre around issues between the Commonwealth as the government funding the higher education system, and the States under whose Acts the Universities are formed.  The two levels of government need to negotiate a compromise that provides for good governance, but which retains influence at both levels to improve the quality of governance.  If this could be achieved, then the universities will benefit from the increased funding on offer.

JCU hopes that the funding available contingent to changes to industrial relations is actually achievable, and is not made impossible by demands that are too severe.  Currently there are no clear guidelines about what is required, nor an understanding whether the requirements will in fact make for a more productive and high quality higher education system. The funding dependent on achieving both governance and industrial reforms is absolutely vital for the continued health of the university system.

