


Backing Australia’s Future at a glance 
 
The key proposals are: 

• Universities can set fees from 0% to 30% above HECS; 
• Cap on fee-paying undergraduates in any course to rise to 50%; 
• Students limited to a 5 year ‘learning entitlement’ in a funded place; 
• Students who exceed 5 years (full time equivalent) must pay full fees (there will be hardship 

provisions though);   
• Universities have contract with Government to deliver specified number of courses and students 

(giving the Government power to determine which courses are taught); 
• New loans scheme – HELP – including interest-bearing loans for all full fee paying students; 
• Small number of equity scholarships worth $2,000 and $4,000 (away from home); 
• Universities must implement governance and industrial relations reforms as a condition of accessing 

additional funding per student place (blackmail!);  
• HECS repayment threshold lifted to $30,000 although repayment rates are higher; and, 
• Additional $1.5b public funding over 4 years but only $68m in 2004. 

 

New fees and loans 
 
From 2005, the Government proposes to allow 
universities flexibility to charge fees, ranging from 
0% to 30% above HECS.  
 
This means a standard science degree will cost up 
to $21,411 and a 4 year engineering degree 
$28,548. And these are charges for funded places 
– some full-fee paying courses will be well over 
$100,000. 
 
The Government is expanding student loans with 
the appallingly titled – Higher Education Loans 
Programme – HELP. 
 
There are 3 elements to HELP: 

1. HECS-HELP – for all students in a 
government funded place. As with current 
HECS, it is CPI adjusted, and  

 

 
repaid through the tax system once 
salary reaches $30,000. University sets the 
charges, up to $8,355 pa. 

2. FEE-HELP – this is for full fee paying 
students in undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses. Debt attracts CPI + 
3.5% interest for 10 years after which it is 
CPI only. Debt is capped at $50,000. 
Repayment occurs when income over 
$30,000 and all HECS-HELP is paid off. 

3. OS-HELP – provides loan of $5,000 per 
semester (max. 2 semesters) for travel and 
living expenses for students on an 
overseas exchange program. Repayment 
and interest same as FEE-HELP. As there 
is currently no support available from the 
Commonwealth this relatively cheap loan 
is a good initiative.

Loans sting
 
The Government has an additional sting for 
students in the proposed new loans system.  
 
Students who have both a HECS-HELP debt and 
an interest bearing FEE-HELP debt will pay 
thousands of dollars extra.  
 
This will happen because the Government insists 
the HECS debt is paid in full before the interest-
bearing debt.  
 
This means the FEE-HELP loan will accrue 
compound interest of CPI + 3.5% without any  

 
repayments for ten years or until the HECS debt is 
cleared, whichever is earliest. 
 
As an example, take a graduate with a $15,000 
undergraduate debt and a $10,000 postgraduate 
debt.  
 
Assume: 

a) CPI is 3.5%; 
b) they have a steady income of about 

$40,000; and, 
c) take 10 years to pay off the HECS debt. 

 



Then, the total debt will be paid off in the 20th 
year with repayments of about $38,900. However, 
if they paid the interest bearing debt first, they 
would pay off the total debt in the 18th year with 
repayments of about $34,300. That is, the 
Government will be slugging this particular 
student an additional $4,500. 

Financial advisors always say pay off the 
expensive loan first; credit cards before 
mortgages.  
 
This system forces graduates to take the least 
favourable option.

 

Are fees a barrier? 
 
The Government says students should pay 
more because they benefit in the long run from 
higher average incomes (which sounds like a 
good reason for a more equitable, progressive 
income tax system). But what of that appalling 
waste of potential because fees, debt and 
ludicrously low levels of income support mean 
some people will never go to uni? 
 
Are fees, including HECS, a barrier? Even the 
Government thinks so and admitted as much 
for the first time in Minister Nelson’s review 
publication last year  - Higher Education at 
the Crossroads. 

We know participation rates of designated 
equity groups - notably indigenous, low socio-
economic background and rural, regional and 
remote students - improved from the early 
1990s until 1996 but then fell away again back 
to about 1991 levels (lower in some cases). 
What were the big changes in that period? 
Introduction of differential HECS, declining 
student income support levels, lower parental 
income means test and gutting of Abstudy. 
 
Yet, higher fees lie at the heart of the 
Government’s package, not equitable and 
sustainable access. 
 

 
What will students pay in 2005? 
 

Current Arrangements New scheme from 2005 
 2003 

HECS 
Projected 

2005 
HECS 

 New Student 
contribution 
range (unis 
to set levels) 

Band 1 
(Humanities, arts, 
behavioural science, social 
studies, foreign languages, 
visual and performing arts, 
education, nursing) 

$3,680 $3,854 Band 1 
(Humanities, arts, 
behavioural science, social 
studies, foreign languages, 
visual and performing 
arts) 

$0 - $5,010

Band 2 
(Accounting, commerce, 
administration, economics, 
maths, statistics, 
computing, built 
environment, health, 
engineering, science, 
surveying, agriculture)  

$5,242 $5,490 Band 2 
(Accounting, commerce, 
administration, 
economics, maths, 
statistics, computing, built 
environment, health, 
engineering, science, 
surveying, agriculture) 

$0 - $7,137

Band 3 
(Law, dentistry, medicine, 
veterinary science) 
 

$6,136 $6,427 Band 3 
(Law, dentistry, medicine, 
veterinary science) 

$0 - $8,355

  National Priorities 
(education, nursing) 

$0 – $3,854

 
 






