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L:
Hello, I’m Liz Lavender, Director of the Shepparton Campus and I’m here today to interview Professor John Dewar who is the Vice Chancellor of La Trobe University. Hello, John, nice to see you again.
J:
And you.

L:
I’ve got a few questions to ask you this morning and there’ll be a bit of a focus I think on the regional campuses because currently I’m working at one of the campuses and I’d like to start with talking about Future Ready and one of the goals in Future Ready is that once more La Trobe ... and for La Trobe to be in the top 12 of the universities in Australia and number three in Victoria but there’s also the objective of increasing the number of low SES students and students who are first in family. I’m just wondering how you think we can achieve those two goals without compromising either one of them.

J:
Well I think we can and I mean all universities do teaching and research, that’s what distinguishes us from say research institutes on the one side and polytechnics and TAFEs on the other is that we combine those two things. So every university faces this question of how to pursue both to levels of excellence and you’re right that we’ve made a particular ambition to increase the number of low SES students a lot of whom are at the regional campuses because of the postcode definition and so on. So I think your question is how can we do both and I don’t see that there’s any tension between the two because all universities have to do both well.

I think where there might be a bit more of a tension is between aiming to be a more powerful research institution on the one hand while maintaining multiple campus presences on the other and I think that may be a slightly trickier thing to pull off for a university because there are some costs associated with having multiple presences but there are lots of examples of universities that do that successfully as well and the fact is that we’ve made a strong commitment to building our presence in the regions and we will do that in ways that we might talk about later on. But it’s important that in doing so we generate the free capital that we’re going to need over the next five years to invest in the strategic plan, particularly the research aspects of it. So we’re just going to have to be very attentive to ensuring that everything we do is as effective as it can be in terms of making sure that we attract students into our degrees, that we teach them in as an effective way as possible and that we run everything as efficiently as we can so that we can then generate that extra capital. That’s not unique to us, it’s a task that every university faces but the plan sets out a number of ways in which we’re going to do that.
L:
And that’s a big task and it takes us off in lots of directions. I’m going to move now and talk about Bendigo and I’ve been following with interest the developments in Bendigo and again in Future Ready you suggest that Bendigo has the potential to be a great university city and I noticed was the launch of the La Trobe Art Institute last week which sounds terrific. So can you give me an idea what that might ... the city might look like and the campus might look like and then how the university’s commitment to the other smaller campuses might play out?

J:
That’s a really important question. Just let me step back a bit. The reason we think Bendigo has the potential to be what we’ve called a great university city is that all the ingredients are there, we’ve already got a significant presence in terms of the numbers of staff and students we have there, the range of programs we offer and the city itself as you know is just a great city and it’s got terrific institutions like the art gallery, great leaders of the private sector like Bendigo and Adelaide Bank and a very supportive community led by the City of Greater Bendigo council. So we think combining all of those ingredients gives us the real potential to become an institution that draws students from all over the country and all over the world to come and study in the way that people do to great universities in small places in the northern hemisphere like you know Oxford, for example. Not a big city but a great university. So I guess what we’re saying is that size and location doesn’t constrain our ambition and needn’t.

So how are we going to do that? Well we’ve already started down the path of introducing a number of programs that are highly attractive to students that we don’t offer anywhere else so dentistry, pharmacy, planning, civil engineering would all be good examples of that. The La Trobe Institute of Art that you mentioned, that is designed to become the best regional art school in the country and we hope will attract students from ... again from all over the country to come and study there. People who want to have that particular flavour to the study of graphic design/visual arts and we will be introducing museum and curatorial studies as well. But that is ... I would like to see that become kind of emblematic of the way we go about things at Bendigo because that’s a partnership with the art gallery, the TAFE and the senior secondary college so it’s bringing all of the institutions who have an interest in this area to work together and we’ll partner with the local artistic and creative community to make sure that what we’re doing for students meets the needs as they see them for students on graduation.

So that’s all part of the ingredients of making a great ... what we think will be a great university city. The infrastructure is lagging behind that aspiration. We estimate that we need probably about $100m to spend on the campus to just upgrade the facilities, expand it in scope in order to make room for the students that we want to attract there. It’s a big task but at least now we have an idea of the scale of it and we’re just figuring out ways in which we can find that money.
L:
And then the second part of the question was the connection to the other campuses.

J:
Yes.

L:
Again I was thinking about the visual arts and for example at Shepparton as you know there’s a wonderful art gallery and indigenous ceramics collection and while I know it’s expensive to set up programs but students perhaps could have placements there and they could be ... maybe some research going on there and it’s not really that far from Bendigo for example.

J:
The visual arts program already exists at Mildura and the Mildura offering will be part of the La Trobe Institute of Art suite of programs and you’re right we will be looking to a whole range of regional galleries as partners for finding work placements for students for example and the Shepparton Art Museum is a fantastic example of a great regional gallery that could help us in that respect. But to go to your broader question, there’s not a zero sum game here in that building up Bendigo doesn’t mean that we do something less attractive to the other three. I think the key thing is that we want each campus to be the best it can be in its local circumstances and of course we’ve got much smaller presences in Shepparton, Mildura and Albury/Wodonga but that doesn’t mean that they can’t be as good as they can be given their scale or that they can’t aspire to grow further because we want them to. So what we’re looking at at the moment is ways in which we can better equip those campuses to do that.
L:
Well that leads nicely into the next question as again back to Future Ready and it’s suggested that La Trobe has a commitment to the communities in which there are campuses. Could you say a little bit more, perhaps just build on how you could see the smaller campuses developing and what sort of governance structure might facilitate the development of the specific campus plans?

J:
Well as you know the ... Future Ready talks about returning more autonomy to campus leaders and more control over resources to get things done at the local level. We’ve been working on a more detailed plan for how to do that that we’ll be releasing shortly for consultation. Hal’s departure has slowed that down a bit but we’ll be announcing soon Hal will be replaced and how we take this process forward. But the intention is very much to deliver on that promise to enable the campuses to identify what the local communities want and to give campus leaders a stronger capacity to have a say in the course planning process and more control over the resources like marketing for example to draw the students in.
L:
Well coming a bit closer to home then you also have plans for the northern corridor and I know ... and we’ve discussed earlier driving up to Shepparton and you know now that the corridor seems to extend all the way to Wallen and you think well gosh, I’m halfway to Shepparton, it seems we’ve really sort of ... we’ve got a great presence up that northern corridor. Can you say more about that plan for our engagement with the northern suburbs and for example the transport plan that you’ve got and so on?

J:
That’s a really important question for the reason you gave, namely that the massive growth that we’re seeing in this area, in this corridor. So I’ll take each of those things that you mentioned in turn. In terms of public transport we want to reduce the journey times for anyone coming to campus by public transport from the CBD. We’re closer to the CBD at the moment that Monash Clayton is and yet it takes students about 20 minutes longer to get here so we’ve got a plan that we’ve put to the state government and PTV that would see a retiming of train services on the South Morang line and the introduction of a free shuttle bus service from Reservoir Station to Bundoora. The combination of those things would be significantly to reduce journey times by public transport from city out and from South Morang and areas in between in. We’re quite optimistic that we’re getting some movements in state government on that but we’ll wait and see. We’ve got terrific local support from some of our local MPs who’ve worked really hard on our behalf. So that’s the first thing.

The second is we’re hosting a summit in July called Melbourne’s North which really draws together all the businesses and local governments and state governments with an interest in this area. We’ve invited the Prime Minister and the State Premier to come and speak at the conference. So we see this as a big opportunity for Melbourne’s north to start thinking about its future. Our role is to facilitate that because we are one of the largest institutions in Melbourne’s north. So we want to play a leadership role even though we don’t think it’s necessarily our role to do it all but we want to play a big part in it.

L:
I noticed that there was a leadership role and I thought that’s interesting to know how that can take place but you know it’s certainly one of the leaders in the development.

J:
Well we’ve been talking to bodies like Northlink and the regional development authority in this part of the city and they’re both very, very delighted actually that the university is taking this lead. Someone needed to step forward and say right, let’s have the conversation about how we can bring everyone together and plan for the future. But there’s been enormous support, really fantastic support. So it’s a good opportunity actually as well for La Trobe academics who are interested in issues to do with cities and planning and the periurban region to get involved as well and I think they will be. So that’s the second thing.

The third thing is what we want to do with the campus and this ... later this year we’ll see the release of a draft master plan for the Bundoora campus which really aims to deliver on what the Future Ready talks about which is sort of turning the campus inside out and making it connect more outwardly to the community, making it more accessible for the ... not just the education we offer but the cultural resources we have here and the sporting facilities and the health facilities that we might be able to create here. So Natalie McDonald is leading that process and we’ve been making submissions to the state government’s urban planning taskforce and they’re very interested in what we have to say about Bundoora. They see us in fact I think in the same way that they see Clayton and Parkville, as clusters of research, innovation, job creation, employment, housing. In fact we could be one of those key nodes in what they’re calling the 20 minute city. So that’s exciting and we’re working very closely with the taskforce to make sure that our vision for our part of Melbourne is embedded in the city plan.

L:
Well one more question, John, and that’s on La Trobe’s focus on food security and I’ve brought it up because in fact one of the members of our regional advisory board is very, very interested in food security. And of course we’ve got the opening of the agribiocentre here and we’ve got a research focus ...

J:
Area.

L:
... area on securing food and water and the environment and it struck me that Mildura and Shepparton are particular key food producing areas, not just for Victoria but for Australia and I think you know Shepparton talks of itself as the food bowl of Australia and I wondered if there were any plans to forward this focus on food security towards research in those ... in that area in Mildura and Shepparton.

J:
There are and in fact the ... we have a significant research activity already at Albury-Wodonga and Mildura as you probably know in Murray-Darling Freshwater Research Centre and the staff in that centre will be very much part of the securing food, water, environment research area. I agree that there’s potential to do more with either staff or partners in Shepparton as well. That’s a process that Mike Clark and his colleagues who are leading the development of that group are going through now and I know that they’ve been to the regional campuses and I think had some very good discussions with interested staff at each of them. But you’re right the ... and it was always the intention that research focus areas would have a footprint in the regions and that was one of the factors that we took into account in deciding what they should be. So it’s been really pleasing to hear the very positive response we found to staff at those campuses to the initiatives of Mike and his colleagues.

L:
John, thank you very much, that’s been very interesting and been very pleased to talk to you.

J:
Thank you.

End of recording
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