
Silence on campus
n less pretext, and  with 
less resistance, the  Victo
rian  g o v e rn m e n t m ay 
ach ie v e  w h a t g o v e rn 

ments in the days of O z could not: 
the effective eradication of university 
student new spapers and  organised 
political activity.

The Tertiary Education (Am end
ment) Act 1994 w as introduced in 
order to prevent the funding of ‘p o 
litical’ activity on Victorian cam puses 
through the use o fstudentunion  fees. 
Although the Act has been in force 
for som e time, its im pact on students 
was allayed by the Keating Govern
m ent’s com m itm ent to replace any 
funding lost under the Act with Fed
eral money. As expected, this schem e 
ceased following the defeat of Labor 
in the March federal election.

Commonly referred to as the  ‘ VSU’ 
(voluntary student unionism ) legisla
tion, the Act prohibits compulsory 
m em bership of student unions and 
the annual extraction of union fees. 
Each year, unions levy up-front fees 
on all enrolling and re-enrolling stu
dents, w hich are then  pooled and 
distributed to fund a range of activi
ties. From a practical point of view, 
this collection process has not al
tered: universities m ay still collect 
m andatory ‘student amenities fees’ 
essentially identical to the previous 
union fees.

The real change results from the 
legislation’s restriction of the pu r
poses for w hich these fees can be 
allocated. Section 12(e)(3) of the Act 
prohibits the use of fees for any pur
pose other than for ‘providing facili
ties, services or activities of direct 
benefit to the institution or students 
at the institution’ in regard to a list of 
innocuous items including food and 
services, sports facilities, libraries, per
sonal accident insurance and  the 
m aintenance of reading rooms. The 
student amenities fee cannot be  used 
to fund any facility, service or activity

not listed in this section. The list of 
prohibited recipients includes social 
clubs, w om en’s departm ents, student 
advisory services, education cam 
paigns, political activities (including 
the administration of student elec
tions) and  student new spapers. As a 
result, cam pus life is reportedly very 
quiet. To date, M onash University’s 
Lot’s Wife and M elbourne’s Farrago 
new spapers have ceased operating; 
closures of others are expected in the
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near future. Most are hoping to sur
vive or resurrect in a reduced format, 
funded by a com bination of corpo
rate sponsorsh ip  and  advertising. 
Imposition of a new sstand price is 
being considered only as a last resort, 
for econom ic as well as ideological 
reasons: distribution and  accounting 
costs are likely to offset increased 
revenue.

The Kennett governm ent’s dis
pleasure with the tone of com m ent 
em anating from student new spapers 
and politicians is on  the public record. 
A leaked Liberal memo, reported  by 
Kate Legge in The Australian  on  17 
May 1996, stated: ‘w e do not want 
com pulsory student m onies flowing 
out to anti-Kennett and anti-Coal i- 
tion cam paigns and other fringe ac
tivities of the hard student Left’. W hat 
is surprising is the strength of the 
reaction, for governm ents have tradi
tionally tolerated, though at times 
with gritted teeth, perceived student 
transgressions o f social, moral or 
political codes. However, the present 
legislation effects not only the short

term silencing of a bothersom e ele
m ent, bu t the perm anent dismantling 
of organised social and  political ac
tivity on  Victorian campuses.

The underlying rationale for this 
action lies in the  argum ent for VSU - 
a cam p a ig n  th a t has c ircu la ted  
throughout universities over the last 
decade, but w hich has not borne fruit 
until now. VSU is the application of 
‘freedom  of association’ industrial 
relations policies to the university 
environm ent. It manifests itself in the 
prim ary proposition  that students 
should not be com pelled to join the 
student un ion  (a corollary of this 
proposition is discussed below). This 
application is som ew hat inappropri
ate, since student unions are not la
bour organisations and play only a 
m inor political role. Their essential 
character is administrative, serving 
mainly to  administer and subsidise 
student activities. Although they do 
have a representative aspect (most 
notably in their opposition to HECS, 
a party non-specific issue), they are 
not rallying points for political ac
tion: this is largely the dom ain of 
clubs. Accordingly, student unions 
are generally regarded benignly as 
apolitical benefactors of campus life, 
and, to the  extent that a campus is 
politically active, VSU has not been 
supported  along party lines.

A corollary of the primary propo
sition in support of VSU is that a 
student should  not be required to 
contribute, by way of a compulsory 
levy, to political causes to w hich he 
or she does no t subscribe, or which 
does no t benefit the general student 
body. A politically conservative stu
dent, for instance, should not have to 
help fund the Labor Club. On its face, 
this argum ent appears reasonable 
(though it has implications that poli
ticians could find disturbing). How
ever, given that the proceeds of un
ion funds are distributed indiscrimi
nately to all eligible applicants, clubs
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representing all political persuasions 
are granted funding and  all points of 
view ultimately accorded their share. 
Only the conscientiously apolitical 
(if such a term carries any sense) 
could complain.

Nevertheless, this is the principle 
the Victorian governm ent has relied 
on in drafting its legislation. In doing 
so, it has taken a broad approach to 
the infinitely elastic w ord ‘political’, 
and has m ade no  attem pt to distin
guish betw een political causes and 
political processes. As a result, the 
legislation goes m uch further than 
refusing finance to particular groups 
that have troubled the governm ent. It 
paralyses student politics by denying 
funds to conduct annual elections. It 
forces the closure of student new spa
pers because they serve as forums for 
political discussion. It causes the  dis
appearance of a range of advisory 
services staffed by volunteers because 
they are not deem ed to be of ‘direct 
benefit’ to the student body.

In its defence, the governm ent 
has playedthe ‘minority’ card, point
ing to the minority readership o f stu
dent new spapers, and observing that 
s tudent political candidates cam 
paigning in voluntary elections on a 
platform of opposition to the VSU 
legislation have attracted a m inority 
of votes of the overall student popu 
lation (though they have w on the 
overwhelming support of voting stu
dents). This is disingenuous. Student 
fees have traditionally supported  a 
plethora of clubs and events, none of 
which (with the possible exception 
of subsidised food services) could 
claim to cater directly to a majority of 
the student population. This rem ains 
true of those services still eligible for 
funding under the Act. How ever, 
taken as a whole, student fees sup 
port a heterogenous comm unity that 
benefits everyone, both economically 
and culturally. More importantly, prin
ciples of community and dem ocracy 
are of ‘direct benefit’ to all m em bers 
of a society, even those w ho choose 
not to engage actively.

Student newspapers occupy a spe

cial place in the university com m u
nity. As forums for the candid expres
sion of views (‘political’ or other
wise) as diverse as the student p o p u 
lation itself, they com prise an im por
tant and tim e-honoured aspect of uni
versity life and can in them selves be 
educative experiences. They have 
served as breeding grounds for som e 
of the nation’s greatest intellectual 
ta le n t; a n d  c o n tin u e  to  o ffe r 
unparalled training to aspiring writer 
and editors. The governm ent could 
have no legitimate objection to con
tent appearing in these new spapers 
critical of its policies, w here such 
content constituted the product of an 
open forum. For it m ust be rem em 
bered that, in contrast to the general 
media, the content of student publi
cations largely comprises freelance 
articles submitted by its readership, 
not the work of staff journalists. A 
publication will therefore generally 
represent the views of the participat
ing collective, unless an editorial com 
mittee holds an interventionist line 
and forces the prevalence of a p re
ferred point of view. However, since 
committees are elected annually in 
democratic processes - and given the 
the perennial nature of the Kennett 
governm ent’s irritation - it is there
fore likely that the views expressed 
in them  generally reflect those of the 
student population.

The effect of the VSU legislation is 
not merely to silence the views of a 
critical faction, but to dismantle all 
structures that facilitate the sharing of 
information and exchange of opin
ions. To regard political processes as 
not directly beneficial to a student 
community is to regard political ac
tivity as an inessential, or even ille
gitimate, aspect of society - or, of 
course, to deny that society exists. 
With the Act, the Kennett govern
m ent has significantly nullified o p 
portunities for free speech and politi
cal association. D em ocracy’s lan
guage can find no w ords to justify 
such systematic depoliticisation of a 
community. □
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Universal service is one of the Federal 
Government's important policy goals in 
telecommunications. There are, how
ever, pressures for change on the way 
universal service is defined and deliv
ered into the 21st century.

This paper discusses in detail the cur
rent universal service structure and the 
issues that face Government policy de
cision makers in defining and enforcing 
universal service as Australia's com
munications needs move into the 
future.
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