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Start Transcript.
Catherine Garrett: Hello. I'm Catherine Garrett and welcome to this edition of On the Couch, where I'm speaking with Vice-Chancellor Professor John Dewar today. Welcome, John.

John Dewar: Thanks, Catherine.

Catherine Garrett: Well, post the federal election and with a Liberal National government back in Canberra and a recast senate, what does the future hold for higher education policy in Australia and the possible impacts for us here at La Trobe?

John Dewar: Well, I think it's still very unclear, partly because of the composition of the senate that you just mentioned. I don't think the cross bench is likely to be any more sympathetic to the government's aspirations for higher education than the last senate was but at least we have some certainty about what the government's agenda will be and essentially they are looking to cut university budgets by about 20% and I think the question is how - well, firstly, will they be allowed to do that politically and secondly, if they are, how will they set about it. The headline in the government's proposed package that they announced just before the election is a 20% cut to per student funding rates that would probably be made up through an increase in student contributions. That's really the headline figure. And then I suppose the subsidiary headline relates to their proposal to take fee deregulation off the table altogether but they have replaced it with something called flagship degrees, which would essentially allow universities to deregulate fees in a small, defined subset of the degrees they offer. So that's what the government's proposing but, as I said, whether they're able to get it through the senate is anyone's guess.

Catherine Garrett: Well, we've made our submission to Minister Birmingham's review. What are the key points in that?

John Dewar: Well, it's a fairly complex set of questions that the government's asking and they relate to each other in a lot of different ways but essentially, of course, we don't support the proposed 20% cut. We think Australia already invests a low amount of its GDP in higher education, either directly through government subsidy or indirectly through support for student loans, so there's absolutely no case for reducing that even further. We, however, do support the suggestion that the demand-driven system, as it's called, which allows universities to enrol as many students as they like in whatever disciplines they like, that that be extended to what are called sub-Bachelor degrees. These are degrees like diplomas, advanced diplomas, or associate degrees which currently we're not allowed to take students unless we get specific permission for them but we think that this could be a very positive move for the government to make because it creates much more flexibility in terms of pathways, particularly for students in regional areas who might be coming through TAFE and who might want to try out a lower level of qualification before coming in to a university. One area where it looks as though the government might have the political support to get proposals through is in the area of the HECS scheme itself, so they're proposing a lowered repayment threshold for student debt and they're also proposing tightening up on various other aspects of the HELP scheme as a way of making it more financially viable. So they probably will get some of that through and broadly we're supportive of that because there are some aspects of the HELP scheme that at the moment are probably not easily justified, but that's not going to be a big contribution in the overall scheme of things for the government's target.

Catherine Garrett: So is it safe to say Minister Pyne's deregulation plan is dead and buried?

John Dewar: Yes, it is safe to say that, except for this idea of the flagship degree, which is really some people have called it deregulation light because, depending on how you interpret it, it would allow universities to deregulate fees in a specific number of degrees. So, up to, say, 20% of student load could be deregulated. But it's interesting that the majority of the sector doesn't seem to support that idea for a whole range of different reasons, and we don't support it in our submission either. We think it doesn't fundamentally address the underlying problem, which is that the system is not adequately funded at the moment and just asking students in certain specified degrees to pay more is not going to address the problem

Catherine Garrett: So we've got a new opposition team. Will the change of shadow ministers make for a change in approach from Labor in your view?

John Dewar: It's a bit early to tell but I suspect the answer is yes. Kim Carr, who was the shadow education minister before the election, was a very dominant figure, had very strong views about how higher education funding should work. He was a great centraliser, a great regulator, liked the idea of the so-called compacts that universities would enter with government that would specify student numbers by discipline and universities would be held to those compacts. None of that was especially popular with the sector. It seemed to imply very high degrees of control by government over the sector, which is very different, of course, from the demand-driven system that we have at the moment. So it may be that Tanya Plibersek and Terri Butler, who's coming in as Minister for Universities, will form a different view but I think it will take them some time before they do that. Shadow Minister Plibersek is very keen to talk to the sector and that's a very promising sign. I think she'll do a lot of listening to begin with. Terri Butler is one of the rising stars in the Labor Party. She is the Member for Griffith, which is Kevin Rudd's old seat. Extremely highly regarded and probably someone to watch for the future and I think we're very lucky to have her with the portfolio for universities, but I think it will take a while for them to work out what their position is going to be.

Catherine Garrett: Just finally, John Dewar, can you update us on our bid to establish the Murray Darling Medical School.

John Dewar: Yes, well we worked very hard to try and get this up as an election promise during the election campaign and there was one point where we came very close but, in the end, the politics of it didn't quite work in our favour, particularly the relationships between the National Party and the Liberal Party within the coalition, but we're still very confident that we will ultimately try in this and the main reason for that is that everyone in Canberra understands that this is the right solution to a shortage of people willing to work as doctors in rural areas. There's no doubt that there is a shortage. There's no doubt that this is a very effective evidence-based solution to that problem. The problem or the issue now is to find the resources to support it, so we're still in dialogue with government about how that can be done. We have some ideas that we've put to them so we just need to keep the pressure up. But the most important thing is that the communities, particularly in areas like Bendigo, Shepparton, where we have our campuses, and north of the border in New South Wales, that they maintain the pressure on their local members. I think those who live in regional and rural Australia completely understand the problem that we're trying to address and, if they think the Murray Darling Medical School is important, then they should tell their local members that.

Catherine Garrett: Thanks very much, John Dewar, for talking with us.

John Dewar: Thank you.

Catherine Garrett: And that's it for this edition of On the Couch. I'm Catherine Garrett. See you next time.

End Transcript.
