VSU UPDATE
MUSA COUNCIL MEETING – 26 July 2005
Debate on the Higher Education Support Amendment (Abolition of Compulsory Up-front Student Union Fees) Bill 2005 did not proceed in the last session of Parliament and has been deferred to the next sitting commencing 9 August, and we are advised may come up for debate on 11 August. Whilst this delays the outcome, it does provide more time for us to continue our lobbying campaign.
The AUS VSU Working Group has met weekly to develop the national strategy against the VSU legislation.

The aim of the campaign is to convince the Government to amend the legislation to allow for universities to charge compulsory fees for student services, including sport. The basis of the amendment is attached. Independent MP, Tony Windsor has also proposed a similar amendment which can be seen at:

www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/eet_ctte/highed_unionfees/index.htm
Some of the activities undertaken by the working group are:
· Face to face meetings with key MPs and Senators, including Barnaby Joyce, Fiona Nash, and number of Liberal Party MPs. As a result, a number of National and Liberal Party members have publicly expressed opposition to the legislation and the Qld, NSW and Vic state National Party conferences have all resolved to oppose the legislation. Independent Senator, Steven Fielding has also publicly opposed the bill and we met with him to discuss the details;

· Letters of support have been sent to the Government from most of the major National Sporting bodies, including the AOC, ACGA, Swimming Australia, Rowing Australia, Basketball Australia etc, as well as FISU;
· Collection of petitions will continue. Melbourne University has collected around 2,000 signatures to date, and will be combined with other Australian universities and tabled in Parliament in August;

· A combined submission from AUS was sent to the Senate Committee. This submission includes the Melbourne University Sport impact statement. A copy is posted on the Committee website at:

www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/eet_ctte/highed_unionfees/submissions/sublist.htm
· A number of Melbourne University clubs have submitted their impact statements to the Committee;

· Representatives from the working party gave evidence to the Committee when they met in Armidale on 5 July. The Committee report is expected in early August;

· A media conference was held on 4 July prior to the Opening Ceremony at the SUG at which Shadow Minister for Sport, Kate Lundy and National Party MLC, Peter Hall spoke. Student rallies were conducted as part of the Opening Ceremonies at the Northern and Eastern University Games.

Greg Baum has written a supportive article in the Age on 23 July. Many other journalists have come out in support of our stance. Sydney University Sport has a collection of many of these articles which can be downloaded at:
www.susport.com/Content/VSU%20and%20You/inthenews.aspx
A good summary of the issue has been written by freelance journalist Ian Cockerill and is reprinted below.

The focus of activities for the next month will be to continue to arrange face to face meetings with key Government members, including the Prime Minister to explain our position and to push the proposed amendment.
In the meantime, the University is undertaking planning for the possible introduction of the legislation. This is required for the worst case scenario. As part of this planning, alternative funding models have been developed and plans to market a voluntary membership scheme are being developed. Whilst we hope that we do not have to implement these plans, we will be ready if the legislation is implemented to commence at the start of 2006.
Mark Lockie

Director, Sport and Physical Recreation

Having been described as an 'article of faith' by many members of the Liberal Party, Voluntary Student Unionism legislation may provide the first test of the Government's new Senate majority when Parliament resumes on August 9*.

Given National Party reservations in three states (NSW, Victoria and Queensland) where resolutions have been passed calling on the Federal Government to ensure current funding levels for campus services and amenities are maintained, it is a test the Government can't be assured of passing.

The lightning rod for discontent about the Bill - legislation that would struggle to make it onto most Australians' 'Top 50 Things The Government Needs to Address' - is new National Party Senator Barnaby Joyce, a former rugby-playing accountant from south-western Queensland. Joyce agrees with the legislation's aim of removing compulsory student unionism, but argues that it unnecessarily throws the baby out with the bath water.

Along with fellow National Party Senator Fiona Nash (NSW) and Family First Senator Steve Fielding (VIC) - enough numbers to overturn the Government's Senate majority - Joyce has indicated that the legislation needs to accommodate a fee that will preserve campus services and facilities central to the student experience. Joyce (whose parents studied at the University of Sydney) has frequently cited his alma mater, Armidale's University of New England, as an example of a campus in jeopardy of losing its infrastructure if the legislation is passed.

“The fact is when you go to a university you acknowledge that there are both buildings and fields”, Joyce told one television reporter. “In regional areas, unless we want buildings surrounded by bindii patches, you are going to have to support those fields, and support the hockey clubs, the netball clubs, the rugby grounds, because that is essentially what a university is”.

While the VSU debate has focused on the Government's failure to provide an impact statement on the obliteration of a $160million-a-year industry, one that helps underpin Australia's second biggest ($6billion) export earner, Joyce's emphasis on university sport highlights one of the more effective elements of the campaign against the VSU legislation.

Peak body Australian University Sport has campaigned against the legislation since it was re-introduced to the House of Representatives by Education Minister Brendan Nelson in mid-March. AUS's own survey in late 2004 showed that university sports organisations receive $40m per annum from fees, only about $8m of which is expected to be retained if the West Australian experience of full VSU (between 1997 and 2002) is a guide.

The outcome? Devastation of a vibrant industry that oversees more than $600m of infrastructure servicing students and the wider community, especially at rural and regional campuses. Decimation, too, of programs, clubs and facilities used by nearly 500,000 Australians, just as the Government is weighing the public cost of increased inactivity and obesity in the community.

The concerns are not limited to AUS members or a few Coalition senators. Among the people who put their names to a national advertisement 'Study or Sport? - A Choice Our Youth Shouldn't Have To Make' were such eminent beneficiaries of university sport as Macquarie Bank chairman (and former federal Liberal Party treasurer) David Clarke AO, Rhodes Scholar Mike Fitzpatrick, AFL premiership coach David Parkin, Cricket Australia CEO James Sutherland and former Queensland state Liberal Party leader, Sir Llew Edwards.

As David Clarke told the Sydney Morning Herald recently, When people actually understand what this legislation is going to do, I find there is very substantial opposition to it amongst people who would be regarded as traditional Liberal voters.

*Debate on the Bill in the Lower House (the House of Representatives) is currently scheduled to resume on August 11. The Bill will then be sent to the Upper House (the Senate) for approval.

Ian Cockerill
2 August 2005
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