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UNIVERSITY STUDENT UNION FEES 
Grievance 

MS SUE WALKER (Nedlands) [9.08 am]:  I raise a grievance concerning the state of plans by the State Labor 
Government to slug university students in Western Australia with compulsory student union fees.  In 1994, the 
Western Australian Liberal Government passed the Voluntary Membership of Student Guilds and Associations 
Act.  As a result, students are not compelled to pay any fee whatsoever to join a student union as a condition of 
their enrolment at university. 

It also prevents fees being imposed that are not directly related to a course of study.  Following the passage of 
the Western Australian legislation, student union membership has decreased to around 25 per cent.  The 
students’ lack of willingness to join a union or student organisation has demonstrated how meaningful that is to 
their studies.   

Through voluntary student unionism, students are not forced to join a fund or fund a student organisation as a 
condition of enrolment at university.  Voluntary student unionism neither prohibits money being given to a 
student union or association nor does it prohibit students from joining a union.  However, it does allow students 
to choose whether they join a union and whether they part with their money.  Voluntary student unionism is a 
matter of freedom of choice and association.   

Student unionism infringes on the fundamental right of freedom of association.  When the Liberal Government 
repealed the antiquated laws that required compulsory union membership, it observed the following facts -  

Australia is a signatory to three international agreements specifically outlawing the practice of 
compulsory association.   

Article 20 of the United Nations declaration of human rights states that everyone has the freedom of peaceful 
assembly and association.  I continue - 

Australia is also a signatory to the . . . International Labour Organisation’s convention concerning 
freedom of association.  These conventions specifically denounce the practice of compelling individuals 
to become members of associations.  UN General Assembly resolution 217(iii) of 10 December 1948, 
in addressing these statements on human rights, stipulates that every individual and every organ of 
society should strive to secure their universal recognition and observance.  Governments have an 
obligation to protect the rights and liberties of their citizens.  As legislators, we have an obligation to 
uphold and defend those rights and freedoms which have been universally recognised, including the 
right to freedom of association.  

Voluntary student unionism does not attack student guilds or silence students but rather, it allows students to 
determine what is important to them.  It allows students to have a real control over how they want their 
organisation to operate.  If the Gallop Labor Government turns back the clock and repeals voluntary student 
unionism, students should be ready to be ignored.  They should get ready for their money to be misspent and 
they should get ready for the inefficiency that would result.  They should also be prepared to accept an 
environment that does not promote excellence, innovation or choice.  It is easier for a union to have a guaranteed 
source of income than to win members over by its performance.  These are the consequences of compulsory 
student unionism.   

I presented a petition to Parliament that outlined the community’s concern about the reintroduction of 
compulsory student unionism.  I hope that the Government will take heed and not turn its back on the rights of 
the individual to freedom of association.  

MR CARPENTER (Willagee - Minister for Education) [9.12 am]:  I should first put matters into perspective.  
When I attended the University of WA from 1977  to 1979 - although I attended briefly in 1975 - this was a hot 
issue on the university campus.  It is indicative of the lack of progress in conservative political thinking that it is 
still locked into this argument that raged back in the 1970s.  It was not an issue for years until 1994 when Hon 
Norman Moore became the Minister for Education and decided to revisit the old cold war days and make student 
unionism extremely difficult.  That had a severe negative impact on university guilds.   

The Labor Party has indicated that it is interested in putting resources back into university campus life.  I 
reassure the member for Nedlands, who today presented a petition signed by 61 petitioners on this issue, that as 
the Minister for Education, I do not intend to reintroduce compulsory student unionism.  I made that clear when I 
was the shadow minister for education.  It is not appropriate for the Labor Party to impose a form of compulsory 
student unionism in universities when freedom of association is expected and required throughout the rest of the 
community.  I make that point clear to the member for Nedlands.   
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I do not know where the concern about this issue has come from.  I have made it clear publicly on numerous 
occasions, both before and after the election to all interested parties including the student guilds and associations 
and the university administrations, that I would not recommend that the Government impose a form of 
compulsory student unionism.   

The member for Nedlands raised an associated issue in the petition that she presented.  That issue related to the 
resources of universities.  All members know and all members would agree that in recent years the amount of 
public funding that has been provided to universities in Western Australia has diminished.  That reduction of 
funds has had a severe impact on the capacity of universities to provide the type of academic and cultural life 
that they would like to provide to the university students.  Most of the universities’ arguments about funding are 
directed at the federal Government, which provides the public funding for public universities.  Universities have 
been driven increasingly to raise their own funds, and that has impacted on the staff, the shape of the courses that 
the universities are able to offer and a range of other issues.   

State Governments can and do influence the financial resources that are provided for the amenities of 
universities.  The Kennett Government maintained funding to universities via an amenities fee.  That 
Government did not, of course, associate the funding with student unionism.   

We have had discussions with all the university administrations and their guilds about the issue of whether we 
can help the universities resource the amenities on their campuses.  I believe that we can.  The universities and 
the representative bodies of the students want us to do that.   

I will give members an indication of what has happened at the universities since the Voluntary Membership of 
Guilds and Associations Act 1994 was assented to on 5 January 1995.  Prior to 1995, membership of student 
guilds at each university was roughly 100 per cent.  Membership of student guilds was compulsory.  Students 
paid their guild fee and became members of the guild.  As I recall from my university days, that also made 
students members of the student union, although they had the option to be conscientious objectors.   

Since 1999, only 30 per cent of students at Curtin University of Technology are members of the student guild; 6 
per cent of students are members of the student guild at Edith Cowan University; 35 per cent of students are 
members of the student guild at Murdoch University; and 30 per cent of students are members of the student 
guild at the University of Western Australia.   

The Voluntary Membership of Guilds and Associations Act has had a severe impact on the financial capacity of 
those universities to maintain guild life.  The university administrations do not want compulsory student 
unionism to be reintroduced.  However, they want to be able a to raise an amenities fee.  The universities, in 
partnership with the student guilds, want to raise fees so that they can provide resources to the students.   

I am prepared to discuss that issue with the universities.  In fact, we have discussed that issue with the 
universities and the student guilds.  I want to make sure that university life in Western Australia is full and 
vibrant.  I do not want to reintroduce any cold war political argument that was afoot in the 1970s.  I am 
committed to ensuring that the universities have adequate resources.  We are in the final stages of negotiations 
with the universities about how we can best provide that without any form of compulsory student unionism.   

Ms Sue Walker interjected. 

Mr CARPENTER:  We hope to introduce a source of revenue to the universities for themselves and the guilds 
that will help the universities to provide facilities and services on campus for the benefit of everybody.  Local 
governments provide resources for everybody; similarly, there is an expectation that people must contribute to 
benefit from those resources.  The member for Nedlands has caught me at the initial stage.  Very soon we will be 
able to bring forward a more definitive plan for this.  That is the area we are moving into.  It is not about 
compulsory student unionism. 
 


