G:
Hello everyone, I’m Gwenda Tavan from the politics program here at La Trobe, very pleased to have Professor John Dewar, Vice-Chancellor of La Trobe University with us here this afternoon. Welcome, John.

J:
Hi Gwenda.

G:
Hi. Proceed to our first question, you recently addressed the university community about the budget challenges La Trobe faces, are you confident we will be able to meet those challenges?

J:
Yes, I am, absolutely confident but it will require a significant change to the way we do things at La Trobe. One of the things that we have running in our favour is that we haven’t done a root and branch review of how La Trobe operates in terms of the way we provide services to academic staff or to students for quite a long time, possibly ever. And that means that there are a lot of poten ... there’s a lot of potential for duplication to have grown up in the system, for things to be done at the centre and at the faculties and for inefficiencies to have arisen through no one’s fault but it’s just the way things have evolved over time. So I think there’s a significant scope to extract a lot of efficiencies from having a really thorough look at how we do all of that.

So we can achieve this, we’ve had a look at what we think the potential savings are in reforming the way we deliver services across the university but it will almost certainly require quite a big change to how we do it. A lot of other universities have already been through this process, it’s sometimes a difficult transformation to make but I’m confident that we’ve got a really good team to work on this and judging by the responses we’ve had to my request for ideas for where we can save money I think there’s a real recognition in the university community that this is important and that it’s achievable. So yes, I am confident we can do it.

G:
Let’s move onto the next question, what are the implications of the recent changes of government for the university sector and more specifically for La Trobe University?

J:
Well that’s a very good question and we only learnt recently who our Minister is going to be and that will obviously have a big impact and that’s going to be Christopher Pyne by the look of it so we turn to look at what Christopher has said in his public pronouncements about higher education before the election. That’s really the only source we’ve got because the Coalition didn’t release a higher education policy before the election. So I think there are a number of things we can probably expect. One is that there will probably be a review of research funding and this is something that Pyne has made clear he wants to do. He thinks that there is too much time spent on unsuccessful ARC grant applications, the success rate’s very low and it seems that he wants to extend the length of time over which ARC grants are awarded but of course that will only serve to reduce the success rates even further by concentrating the money into a smaller number of projects. So it’s not clear how this is going to play out but at any rate he has signalled that he wants to review the whole AR ... the distribution of ARC and possibly NHMRC funding as well.

My guess is that they won’t be able to resist going back to the VCU issue and the ... what’s currently the student services amenities fee arrangement may be revisited. They’ll need a majority in the Senate of course to have any success there because I don’t think they’d get the support of the Greens for example and certainly not the Labor Party in the Senate. I think we can expect a discussion at any rate about fee flexibility so allowing universities to charge students a higher student contribution under the HECS scheme. But my guess would be if that were allowed it would just be an opportunity to reduce public funding, to lower the government contribution component. I also think there will be a debate about whether universities should be the only institutions entitled to CSP funding from the government or whether given that TAFEs offer bachelors’ degrees on a large scale already, whether they shouldn’t also have access to CSP funding which would be a way of introducing another kind of market mechanism into the whole mix, in other words putting universities and TAFEs or indeed other providers of bachelors’ level programs on an even keel or a level playing field.
So I think those are the sorts of things that we can expect. Julie Bishop has already announced her intention to introduce a so-called reverse Colombo plan that would see a lot of students being supported to go to Asia. So ... oh and I think they will probably want to stimulate the international student market through changes to visa regulation as much as they can, again to bring more resource into the sector that doesn’t have to come from government so that would be my guess but may be wrong.
G:
Thank you for that. Well on the back of those last two questions this leads me to the third and related topic which is the ... what will the Australian university sector look like in 10 years’ time taking into consideration some of the challenges and changes that you’ve just signalled?

J:
That’s a really interesting question. I think we will see a much more differentiated sector and people have been talking about this for a long time. When Julie Bishop was Education Minister and when Brendan Nelson was Education Minister in the Howard government they talked a lot about universities differentiating themselves from each other rather than the current system which intends to encourage a lot of uniformity and sameness amongst the sector. But I think that will really start to be driven through research funding and I suspect we will start to see concentration of research funding into a ... smaller fragments of the sector than is currently the case. 
And I think we will see as I’ve said the encouragement of non-university providers into at least the bachelors’ level market for provision through things like the opening up of CSP places to non-university providers. So I think it’s going to be become a much more competitive landscape, much more differentiated, universities having to play to their strengths in order to survive. And of course all of that is what we’ve anticipated in the future-ready strategy, it is about playing to strengths, it is about ensuring that we’re as well positioned as we can be to compete but it’s also important that we do lift our research performance so that we make sure we’re in that bit of the sector that continues to receive research funding rather than that bit that doesn’t.
G:
That misses out.

J:
Yes, exactly, yeah, yeah.

G:
Well speaking of Future Ready, engagement with Melbourne’s northern suburbs and the regions are key features of the strategic plan. How are things progressing on those fronts? Would you like to comment please?

J:
Sure. Well we’re making good progress in terms of our engagement with the north of Melbourne. We hosted the Melbourne’s North Summit recently which was a great success where essentially we invited a lot of business organisations, local councils, community groups onto the campus at Bundoora for a day and it was a facilitated event where we had certain themes about what we wanted to see happen in Melbourne’s north culturally in terms of economic activity, in terms of education artistic infrastructure and so on and we’re now writing up the report from that event and we’ll then ... once that report is complete we’ll hand that back to the local councils and to some of the peak business groups in Melbourne’s north for implementation. So we’re acting ... we see our role as acting as a catalyst to try and bring all of those groups together so that they can more effectively act as a single ... or with a single purpose really.

The other thing we’ve been doing is working on our own master plan for the Bundoora campus and here our intent is to use our physical space and our physical location better to engage with the local community and that will involve encouraging more activity to come onto our campus whether it’s cultural or sporting activity or indeed people just keen to come and participate in the life of the university in some way or indeed to live here. So we’re going through that process now and if staff haven’t already had the opportunity to comment on the draft master plan then they will have that opportunity and I encourage everyone to have a say in that because obviously this is a really big opportunity for the university to you know we’ve got a huge amount of space and land here and it’s almost a once-in-a-lifetime chance to get it right in terms of the directions we set so this is a really important thing. So watch out for that when the time comes.

In terms of our regional engagement we’re starting to get a lot of traction in Bendigo with the council and with other institutions there like the art gallery, senior secondary college and the TAFE around this theme of Bendigo’s potential as a great university city, we’ve called it a great university city. I think the community there would like to broaden that out into a great education city but we’re getting a lot of traction around that and that’s playing out in a number of different ways. The programs we offer there ... as you know we offer some degrees there that we don’t offer anywhere else and that are really strong drawcards for students from all over the country, I mean dentistry’s a classic example. Our push for a medical program in Bendigo is another logical next step for us to go down the same path, to create really powerful and attractive programs that will draw students from all over the place to come to Bendigo and study. So ... and we’re working with the TAFE, we’re working with the senior secondary college through things like the La Trobe Art Institute. So I think we’re really starting to get some momentum around the ideas in the strategic plan.

And in the smaller locations we’ve made a lot of progress with our discussions with the TAFEs where because we’re so closely co-located with them it makes a lot of sense for us to be much closer partners with them and they’re ... because of the budget cuts they’ve experienced they’re reviewing their own futures in quite a radical way and we’re trying to you know be as helpful a participant in those conversations as we can. So Richard Speed is working on a new regional strategy which will deliver on the promises that we made in the strategic plan about returning some level of autonomy to regional campuses in terms of how they plan and implement academic programs and their community engagement. So I feel we’re making good progress. It’s a challenging thing to run a university on five different sites where you’ve got communities around you who all believe passionately in what the university’s doing and have really taken us to their heart if you like but we’re lucky to have that level of support.
G:
It sounds from what you’re saying that you know community engagement is very high on the agenda of senior management here, whether it’s in the regions or in the ... here in Melbourne and that kind of takes us back to La Trobe’s roots, I guess. It was one of the reasons it was founded in the northern suburbs ...

J:
That’s right.

G:
... so that’s ... sounds like a very promising, positive ...

J:
I think so.

G:
... strategy.

J:
Yeah and you’re right, I mean I think La Trobe has maybe over the years sort of lost a bit of contact with the communities that surrounded it in spite of our origins as you say. But my sense is that we’re reclaiming that quite quickly now and people are really pleased to see us play that role.

G:
La Trobe is often cited as an employer of choice for women. Are there areas in which we can improve? If so what are they and how is the university tackling these issues?

J:
Yes, look that ... there are although I’m pleased that we’re making good progress, the success rate of women in promotion applications is increasing, the number of women at senior levels in the university is increasing and the pay gap is reducing so I think we’re now ... we’re at the point where we’re just slightly above the national average in terms of the gap. That is, that’s the right side of the national average, not the wrong side. But yes look there’s always more we can do. I think the biggest thing we can do is persuade men to take this seriously actually. I was at a meeting of the Committee for Equity and Diversity and Wellbeing last week. I was the only man there and I could only be there for half an hour. Until men understand how important this is for the university’s future I don’t think we’re really going to get traction and ... but this is not just about equality for its own sake or it’s not a ... just a women’s rights agenda, this is actually a good way of the university operating, making sure that we unlock and give an opportunity for expression for all of those incredibly talented women who want academic careers but maybe haven’t felt as supported in those careers or that there is a career path for them in the university.

If we can get that right I think the benefits to the university will be significant and I think it’s time for men to understand that and to start being themselves champions of the equality policies and their implementation. Deans in particular have a big role to play here and I’ve been reflecting myself on how I can help them and work with them you know through setting goals and regular reporting on how we’re travelling towards those goals and this is something we actually talked about at the Equality and Diversity Committee earlier in the week. But we need to keep it simple. We’ve set ourselves a lot of targets in the plan we’ve got but I think we just need to pick a couple and really, really focus people’s minds on those and particularly our male colleagues, senior male colleagues.
G:
Okay well our final question and on a lighter and more personal note television, any guilty pleasures?

J:
Ah yes, quite a few. So I love Mad Men which I thought was just a fantastic insight into social change in a really momentous period of history and an extraordinary insight into the changing role of women during the ‘60s and ‘70s, I mean really just beautifully done, beautifully acted and scripted and ... but you know really thoughtful storylines about those ... with those themes. I’m a soccer nut so I do stay up late and watch English Premiership soccer from time to time. Other than that I don’t actually have a lot of time for TV ...
G:
I was going to say.

J:
... so ... but you know so it tends to be a box set at a time when I can manage it. I have daughters though and they are indiscriminate in what they watch so I sometimes see what you know over their shoulders what they’re watching.

G:
Thank you very much, Vice Chancellor, for coming along for this very interesting chat this afternoon.
End of recording
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