
Higher Education reforms: Pyne backs down on
cuts threat

CHRISTOPHER Pyne has split the Coalition’s higher education bill in two, setting aside
a proposed 20 per cent cut to base university funding until after the May budget.

With the Coalition’s entire higher education reform package facing defeat in the Senate, the
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Education Minister Christopher Pyne has backed down over threats to research funding. Picture: Liam Kidston Source:
News Corp Australia
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Education Minister said crossbenchers could this week empower universities to set their own
fees without reducing commonwealth funding.

The proposed funding cut, worth $1.9 billion to the budget over four years, would be “set
aside for later consideration,” he said.

Bill Shorten doubted the Senate crossbenchers would pass any of the Coalition’s “rotten”
higher education plans after Mr Pyne’s “crazy” threat and “humiliating backdown” on the
NCRIS.

“This government is dysfunctional and chaotic. This government cannot be trusted with higher
education or science in this country,” the Opposition Leader said.

As The Australian revealed earlier today, Mr Pyne has also dropped plans to cut $150m from
the National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Strategy, or NCRIS, saving the jobs of
1700 research scientists.

JULIE HARE: Reform opposers unlikely to change tune  (/higher-education/opinion/higher-
education-reform-opposers-unlikely-to-change-tune/story-e6frgcko-1227264853091)

“I am not prepared to let these reforms be drowned out by distractions and it is clear to me that
the bill will not pass the Senate in its current form,” Mr Pyne said.

“I have consistently said the reforms that will transform higher education in Australia are at
the heart of this package.

“This government is deeply committed to reforming higher education, as are all university
peak bodies, other higher education peak bodies and prominent opinion leaders from both
sides of politics. There is no other choice and no viable alternative has been proposed.”

The amended bill will include measures allowing universities to set their own fees (provided
domestic fees are lower than international fees) and to specialise to “provide the best possible
education,” Mr Pyne said.

It would also contain a major commonwealth scholarship program, access to HECS-style
loans for private college and TAFE students, and “a massive spreading of opportunity to
students who need pathways to qualify for university or sub-degree qualifications to prepare
them for jobs”, he said.

Greens deputy leader Adam Bandt praised Mr Pyne’s decision to end his “grubby attempts to
blackmail the parliament”.

“The government has blinked, proving that if we stare the Liberals down, they can be beaten,”
Mr Bandt said.

“The community clearly values science and research much more than they value the Abbott
government.”

Mr Pyne had linked funding for the NCRIS to passage of the deregulation proposal – a
position reiterated by the Liberal deputy leader Julie Bishop this morning.

The research community had feared that an end to the NCRIS program would see 1700
scientists employed under NCRIS programs lose their jobs.
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Since 2004, the government has invested over $2.5 billion in national research infrastructure,
with 27 facilities supporting an estimated 30,000 researchers both domestically and
internationally.

In last year’s budget, the strategy was given another $150 million, but Mr Pyne has insisted
the funding was contingent on finding savings through the higher education reform package.

“There are consequences for not voting for this reform and that’s very important for the
crossbenchers to understand,” Mr Pyne said last week.

“The consequences are that potentially 1,700 researchers will lose their jobs.”

He had warned that the job losses would be “on the head of the Senate” if the bill failed to
pass.

The threat angered crossbench senators who accused Mr Pyne of “blackmail” and urged the
government split the bill.

“Australians should be angry that the Abbott government is threatening to hurt people by
cutting more jobs, including research and scientific positions, in order to try and blackmail the
Senate into supporting deregulation,” former Palmer United senator Glenn Lazarus said in a
statement.

Opposition higher education spokesman Kim Carr said the government was “unethical” for
holding the researcher jobs to ransom.
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