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HON JACQUI BOYDELL (Mining and Pastoral) [6.19 pm]: In light of the Senate’s rejection of the amended 
Higher Education and Research Reform Amendment Bill 2014, I wanted to take the opportunity tonight to place 
on the public record that I welcome that result. My National Party colleagues and I have been quite vocal about 
this issue. I outlined my concerns firstly in this house during my contribution to private members’ business in 
early September last year and, secondly, in a submission to the Senate Education and Employment Legislation 
Committee’s inquiry into the bill held late last year. There were some positive aspects of that reform and I will 
note them. They include the decision to expand demand-driven funding to non-university providers and sub-
bachelor degree programs, the removal of additional loan fees for students and continued funding for research 
fellows, and the requirement that higher education providers provide up to 20 per cent of additional total revenue 
to scholarship and equity-related initiatives. However, the most controversial aspect of that suite of reforms, 
which we talked about at length in this house last year—it is my recollection that members on both sides of the 
house supported that motion—was the removal of the fee cap, which would allow universities to set their own 
fee structure, which would then compensate them for the reduction in commonwealth funding. I thought that was 
a major issue with the bill. 

There was also the federal government’s decision to charge interest on student loans at the bond rate, which 
could go up to about six per cent from the current three or four per cent, and a 20 per cent reduction in the 
commonwealth grant scheme, which is the fund that pays the university the subsidy for student fees. The federal 
minister made some key changes to the bill, including removing the change to student loan charges and also the 
20 per cent cut to student subsidies, in the hope of attracting enough crossbench votes in the Senate to get it 
through. However, I think the major sticking point—it certainly was for members of this house at the time, as 
I recall—was that the deregulation of the fee structure was still an overwhelming issue that members obviously 
could not support, and that drew the most objection from members. 

We were and continue to be concerned that a deregulated fee structure without appropriate precautions in place 
would place an unfair cost burden on regional students and their families in Western Australia. The federal 
government needs to acknowledge that the situation in regional WA is very different and unique. Unlike in the 
eastern states, which have a critical mass of students and have access to regional campuses or 
telecommunications infrastructure to support online learning, in Western Australia it is not quite the same. 
Despite the fact that we are working on improving that situation through this state government’s investment in 
regional education through royalties for regions, there are still issues and we continue to address them. 

We suggested in our submission to the Senate inquiry that if the deregulation of the fee structure was genuinely 
seen as the only way forward in improving this sector, there needed to be a regional education framework that 
removed the unfairness that the system had the potential to generate. For example, we suggested in our 
submission to the Senate committee that a certain number of scholarships for regional students could be 
quarantined. We suggested that provisions were necessary to encourage the reinvestment of profits from higher 
course fees to ensure that these were invested in regional campuses and in the course offerings for regional 
students. We also suggested that through such mechanisms as the youth allowance, the burden of expensive 
accommodation for regional students could be addressed, and that was an area that could be explored. We also 
suggested that the federal government needed to implement and put in place mechanisms to incentivise higher 
education providers to engage directly with regional students in a similar way to how international students are 
targeted. We also suggested that the federal government needed to support and partner with education providers 
to invest in infrastructure and regional development funds to build a greater presence in regional areas. 

I believe it is the intention of the federal minister to bring the bill to the house again, so I will be interested to see 
the amendments when they are brought to the house. I am all for reforms when a system needs to be modernised 
and is believed to be hampering growth and competitiveness in the sector; I just would like the higher education 
reform bill to be considerate of the needs and rights of all students across Australia and regional students in 
Western Australia in particular. I hope these aspects are considered in the next round of amendments. 

House adjourned at 6.25 pm 
__________ 
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