Dear Senator,

I’m writing to you about the proposed higher education legislation currently before the senate. If you are at all concerned about the future of higher education in Australia, then I urge you to vote against it.

I am a student. I am now in my sixth year at the University of Melbourne, having just finished a double undergraduate degree and commencing a masters degree. Over my time at university I have been eyewitness to a series of legislative and political attacks on the university, its funding, its structure, and most importantly its ethos.

When I began university I saw the establishment of Melbourne University Private, an entrepreneurial spin-off of the public university, a move which many saw as a threat to academic integrity — with ostensibly publicly-oriented research being tied by its purse-strings to private funding — as well as a cynical marketing exercise to use the university’s brand name to attract private money and clientele. In orientation week the new student population was told magisterially by then vice-chancellor Alan Gilbert that Melbourne University Private already existed and there was nothing we could do about it. Amidst cheers from the government and wise nods from pundits, the private arm was established. Whatever the prospective benefits were supposed to be, it has now all but failed. In any case, the need to establish private sources of funding was directly caused by the government’s unwillingness to commit to the level of funding required to run a public university.

Also in my first year I saw the effects of budget cuts. The government having slashed $5,000,000,000 from the education budget in 1996, in the crisis the physics department decided that first-year tutorials would run not every week, but every two weeks. And so every second week our poor tutors struggled to keep up with the lectures and we poor students struggled to understand anything: an absolutely unacceptable situation pedagogically, and illustrating the severity of the cuts, and the swathe they took of every aspect of university operation. The tutors gave a great deal of their time purely voluntarily, which probably saved many students from failure. It is worth considering that the new package involves only $735 million in genuinely new funding.

In my second year I saw direct political attacks on the students themselves. The government brought “voluntary student unionism” legislation before Parliament. I remember John Howard methodically explaining to the folk on the radio that it was all about freedom of association, and the right to join or not to join a union, and forcing students to pay a membership fee. Never mind, of course, that student unions act more as a local council and a provider of essential services — food, sport, legal, medical, social, advisory, entertainment — than as anything else, and that political activities, let alone any sort of compulsion to participate in them, form a small part of their very worthy work. Indeed union elections are infamously vigorous. But nobody asked John Howard if we should make payment of council rates optional, or whether services for the most needy and underprivileged students should be borne by themselves alone. We students marched, and in the end reason prevailed — the bill was eventually withdrawn.

That was a temporary reprieve, but there has been no respite. Since then I have watched as David Kemp’s plans to introduce a voucher system were made public. I watched as more funding went to defence and security and immigration, while universities languished. I watched as my friends’ HECS bills increased — HECS fees have increased 85% since Howard came to power — and then found that they were indexed to increase with inflation. I watched as staff went on strike because their pay and conditions were so miserable, lagging behind even other universities, and to avoid being put on individual contracts. I watched as Alan Gilbert cheered on deregulation.

What I have seen in my time here, in short, is an institution under continual attack from the government, the university as an active participant in that process, and the opposition providing very little resistance, at least on the financial front. The new bills before Parliament are the latest instalment in this attack, and they go much further than before.

The most striking proposal is essentially to deregulate HECS fees, with universities able to set their rates, increasing them by up to 30%. We should expect as a result that universities who can fill their places with such an increase will do so, given their usual funding constraints. If I were to start a law degree, my HECS debt would eventually total approximately $33,000. That is the cheap, “accessible”, low-interest loan. If you can afford it — or if you are desperate — you can buy your way in with full fees. That will cost approximately $84,000, plus interest at commercial rates.

Those numbers are worth thinking about. Starting off in the workforce with such a debt is not just a minor setback. There is an earning threshold, and a low interest rate, but it is an interest rate nonetheless. That debt will increase over time, and will take a long time to pay off. If one chooses the full-fee option — and note that universities will be able to offer 50% of their places full time — the burden ranks among the largest purchases a person makes in their lifetime, placing them under decades-long financial pressure and insecurity, in addition to any mortgage, loans, and other vicissitudes they may suffer. No decent country should send its university graduates into the workforce under a burden of that magnitude, and it is within your power to prevent it from happening.

There is much more in the package to be concerned about, and I urge you to consider it in full detail. Entitlement to HECS may be limited to 5 years: so if for any reason, such as illness, injury or hardship, a student cannot finish a 5-year degree in the allotted time, they may be forced to take the enormous pressure of paying full fees. University councils will be required to act solely in the interests of the university, leading them to marginalise staff, student and academic concerns. A majority of members of councils will be required to be external, raising the prospect of a university run by businesspeople with little experience of university administration. The Minister will be able to specify the discipline mix in funding agreements — an unprecedented and invasive mechanism that smacks of censorship. Voluntary student unionism is back on the agenda. And the proposed industrial relations component is entirely gratuitous and obviously ideological. 

In the end, we have to ask ourselves some very deep and searching questions. In an advanced industrial society, we have to ask ourselves: why higher education?

It is commonly accepted that part of the answer is economic necessity: in an increasingly advanced world, we require students to obtain requisite skills and knowledge. It seems to be less commonly accepted that education is a virtue in itself, and that a decent society ought to provide the opportunity for its citizens to obtain an understanding of the world around them. Empowering people through knowledge and the development of their own thoughts and ideas is not an indulgence, or a luxury. It is possibly the most urgent necessity in a democratic society. And if that is not the case, then we may as well let our universities devolve to technical training schools and let research be done at private institutes, and abandon ourselves to ignorance and stagnation.

These reforms are all about money. So we must ask ourselves, further: higher education being desirable, where ought the cost of it be borne? It is not a question of user-pays or market economics, but a social question of principle. Underlying the concept of universal education must remain a commitment that society will support the opportunity for education, and not reluctantly, but with staunchness and with a resolve that it is an essential precondition of our continued development as a society. Abandon the principle, and you abandon university education to a market where the rich can educate their children to become richer, the poor cannot, and cases of great intellectual gifts aside, social and economic inequalities are perpetuated and accentuated.

In any society there will be questions about where its resources should go. In our society this question is determined in an institutional context where raising taxes is very difficult and every sector wants a greater share of the pie. But in the present case, the choice is between distributing the costs as well as the benefits of university education across society, or placing those costs on impecunious students and thereby condemning them, at one stroke, to a burdensome start to working life.

There was once a time when university education was free. Some might argue the higher incomes earned by university graduates justify them bearing some of the cost. Students bear some of that cost now, but it is certainly not true that, for instance, every law graduate becomes a high-flying corporate lawyer. Counterexamples abound, including myself. In some future time of prosperity one might ask why being a student is not considered itself a job deserving of pay: not a particularly difficult job, not too arduous, but a socially necessary job nonetheless. And one can certainly complain about the fact that the easy life of the university graduate, compared to say the tradesperson, leads perversely to a higher salary with less effort. These are basic injustices of capitalism. But for the time being, we are limited to asking where the cost ought be borne: and the answer must be, for the sake of our democratic values and in recognition of the true value of higher education, not to cast students yet deeper into the pit of debt.

Yours sincerely,

Daniel Mathews 

