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Background

Dr Brendan Nelson on 13th May 2003

“announce a comprehensive ten year plan that will create a more diverse, equitable and high quality higher education sector for Australia’s future.”

The University of South Australia Students Association believes that the proposed changes announced in this package will decrease access and affordability to higher education for many groups within the community while decreasing students rights and further marginalizing rural and isolated students. 

Issues identified by University of South Australia Students Association (USASA)

Changes to HECS


A recently released Department of Education, Science and Training report indicates that the current levels of HECS is already discouraging domestic students from studying band 3 courses, like medicine and vet science
. The perceived benefits from these areas, such as large future earning capacity are not outweighing the costs associated with the current levels of HECS. Additionally the number of Australian students starting an undergraduate degree fell for the second year in a row. USASA is concerned that the current burden of HECS is discouraging many students particularly women, individuals from low SES background, indigenous groups and those students from rural and isolated areas considering a University education. With Universities being able, from 2005, to set their own fee levels for domestic undergraduate students up to a maximum of 30% higher than HECS rate, USASA is concerned that all students will feel further alienated from the Higher Education sector

Up-front fees


An increase in the capacity for Universities to charge up front fees will substantially undermine equity and diversity of the student population. Even though the various loans scheme has been expanded to accommodate this, individuals from lower SES backgrounds are more debt adverse than other groups
. For this reason, it is students from lower SES backgrounds which will be most affected by the increase in costs associated with up-front fees. The educational choices of these individuals may be affected, not due to academic limitations but the financial burden. 

The number of students which have taken up the existing full-fee paying places has been small as indicated by Dr Brendan Nelson himself

“There are currently 9,400 Australian students in full fee paying places, representing 2% of the domestic undergraduate student population of 531,000.”

It is assumed that the majority of these current full fee-paying places are individuals paying for these courses themselves. However this is not the case, in many instances government and state sector bureaucracies are paying for their staff to undertake professional development
. So in fact the tax payer is still contributing indirectly to the funding of the higher education sector. This trend is likely to be continued under the new arrangements, as undergraduate students are more likely to forgo a university education rather than pay full fees. 

An additional unjust aspect of up-front fees is the correlation between wealth and access to a University education. A recent Smith Family report
 clearly demonstrates that parental education levels and the educational attitudes of their siblings is linked. If admittance to higher education is wealth based over time the participation of lower SES groups, and other disadvantaged groups will begin to diminish. 

Loans Scheme


The extension of the current loan arrangements to include domestic undergraduate degree fee-paying (DUFF) students are seen be the government as an incentive for certain disadvantaged groups to participate, perhaps for the first time, in higher education. 

USASA would like to highlight a number of flaws in this argument

1.
The provision of a loans scheme does not completely negate the cost barrier created by fees, particularly for those groups which are adverse to debt or have personal experience of debt. A 2002 study commissioned by the British equivalent to the Australian Vice-chancellors Committee, Universities UK, found that aversion to debt deterred entry into universities and that people from the lowest social classes, single parents, black and minority ethnic groups were the most anti-debt
. 

2.
The newly announced loans scheme, FEE-HELP has a maximum limit of $50,000. This limit is not sufficient to meet the total costs of many full-fee paying undergraduate courses. The majority of the higher cost courses are located at the prestigious Universities in the capital cities, perhaps forcing students to compromise quality and isolate them from their support base by being forced relocate. 

3.
The interest rate of 3.5 percent plus CPI which FEE-HELP loans attract, is a further disincentive for individuals thinking about taking out FEE-HELP. Students considering this options are very unlikely to be able to pay full-fees up front and therefore will accrue significant debts until the end of their studies. Even studying a national priority subject, such teaching or nursing a student will be paying over $10,000 after three years without taking into account the interest rate or CPI. If the interest rate and CPI were included, at the lowest rate of repayment this debt would take the student at least 5 years to repay
. 

Income Support


The present levels of income support for students are not adequate, currently between 20-39 percent below the poverty line
. Living expenses are high for everyone with additional demand on students such as up-to-date textbooks, computers and Internet access. The additional $162 million for scholarships announced by the government is welcomed but the amount of money per student per year is inadequate.

“By 2007, 5,075 scholarships per year will be provided at $2,000 each to help students cover their educational costs, commencing with 2,500 in 2004. Another 2,030 new scholarships per year valued at $4,000 each will be offered by 2007 to assist rural and regional students who move away from home with their accommodation costs. These will commence in 2004 with an initial 1,500 scholarships awarded.”

The amount of $2,000 per year to cover educational costs is clearly inadequate when single textbooks can cost between $100 - $200, with editions and textbooks changing every year. Thanks to students associations which run schemes to sell second-hand books students costs in this area can be reduced. The assistance specifically targeting rural and regional students providing $4,000 per year for accommodation cost has clearly not taken into account the recent large increases in property values and associated rental costs. Using South Australian accommodation as an example, there are many options for students ranging from residential colleges, student hostels, furnished serviced apartments and private rental of houses or home units. The South Australian Housing Trust and the South Australian Government run a specific program for students where accommodation can cost as little as $2,600 per year but availability is limited. Even University run scheme can be very expensive, such as residential colleges at $12,000 per year and apartment style accommodation at $10,000 per year
. The offered scholarships would only provide partial relief for students, with the need to find additional monies to cover accommodation, educational expenses, food and clothing. In additional many students are disadvantaged by receiving such scholarships, since Centerlink assesses this money as income thus reducing other government support
. 

Voluntary Student Unionism


Student advocacy is a core mission of USASA and the proposal to abolish student unionism will deny many individuals the access to basic rights such as providing information on and dealing with harassment, discrimination, and academic grievances. USASA has one of the lowest student amenity fees in the country, however we are still able to provide students with access to services on all six campuses, such as cafes, campus shops, a gym, student employment and accommodation services, and access to student advisory officers
. Who could provide these diverse and important services to students if our association did not exist?

Increasing the Brain Drain


Previously unpublished Federal government figures indicate that in 2001 and 2002 about 24,000 Australians permanently left the country with another 92,000 indicating that they would be away for more than 1 year. Graeme Hugo one of the countries leading demographers indicated that the traditional backpackers/worker has been joined by a dramatic increase in skilled professionals leaving the country. With increasing levels of fees, and the current system of repayment through the taxation system, are we encouraging young professional to leave Australia for good?

Creating a tiered system


Not only will these current reforms create a two-tiered system within the domestic student population, with HECS funded and full-fee paying students but will also encourage and extend a divide between the older, wealthier Universities and regional or newer Universities
. A distinction already existed between Australian and International students, with allegations of “soft-marking” and preferential treatment to enable Universities to retain international students
. The distinction and expectations between HECS funded and full-fee paying domestic students will differ dramatically, to retain or attract paying students will Universities have to compromise on quality?

Limiting the length of study


Students are under more pressure than ever before, in an internationally focused competitive job market. This has resulted in an increase in the number of students being encouraged to complete double-degrees to compete more effectively in the job market. In addition many students, straight from high school, are unsure of their desired career path and as a consequence change degrees. Limiting the length of support to students for a maximum of five years will limit a students potential and choice and also discourage life-long learning. 
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