
 

 
 
Welcome to the first edition of my Higher Education Update, which I will put out regularly to keep 
you informed of my work in the Australian Parliament on higher education, and key developments in 
the sector. I hope that you find this update interesting and informative. If at any time you wish to 
unsubscribe from this communication, please let me know via email. 
 

 

When taking my seat in the Senate on 12 October, I also took 
carriage of the important portfolio of Higher Education, on 
behalf of the Australian Greens. 
It’s a portfolio I’m excited to hold, with higher education having 
played a very important role in my life to date. My years at 
university were life-changing. Along with my Bachelor of Laws 
and Bachelor of Arts, I also enjoyed the challenges and 
responsibilities of being an elected student representative, 
especially my year as Flinders University’s student president. In 
more recent times I have been a PhD candidate and tutor at 
Flinders too. 

 
Many of the same issues I lobbied and campaigned about as a student remain active concerns today: 
from protecting universal access to education and student control of student affairs, to fighting 
deregulation and HELP fee hikes.  With my Greens colleagues, I will fight in the Australian Parliament 
to ensure that the higher education sector receives the public funding and responsible regulation it 
rightly deserves. Accessible, affordable, equitable higher education is key to the success of not only 
individual students, but Australia as a whole in the 21st century. 
 

 

#stoplomborg a success 
 
In my first week as a senator, I joined the campaign against Flinders 
University hosting a Lomborg Consensus Centre, to be spearheaded 
by climate change ‘inactivist’ Bjorn Lomborg. I wrote to Minister for 
Education and Training, Senator Simon Birmingham, about the 
matter and worked with student groups to keep community 
pressure on the government. During October’s Supplementary 
Budget Estimates I questioned the Education Department about the 
status of its plans, and learnt that one of the last actions of 
Christopher Pyne as Education Minister was to pull the $4 million 
government offer for Dr Lomborg to set up shop in Australia. Well 
done to all who supported the #stoplomborg campaign. 
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Guardian column: Australia's civic life will suffer if the major parties turn universities into factories 
 
It’s clear that Australians don’t want to go down the US path, where your access to education 
depends on the size of your bank balance and families are shackled with crippling debt just in order 
to secure a place at university. Higher education is one of the fundamental drivers of social mobility 
in a society. Our universities are vital to ensuring Australia remains a fair society where everyone has 
the opportunity of a quality education. 
 
Read the rest of my opinion piece in The Guardian here. 
 
  
Overseas HELP Bill 
 
In November I spoke against the government’s Overseas HELP Bill, which will now mean that 
thousands of Australian expatriates and long-term travellers with outstanding HELP debt will be 
burdened with a huge amount of self-reporting responsibilities to the Australian government. If they 
fail to comply with these new obligations, it will mean that they fall into the same category as tax 
evaders. I attempted to amend this bill, first to ask the government to investigate the use of mutual 
taxation agreements, and then to make it non-retrospective given the number of people who have 
made serious life decisions without factoring in the enforced repayment. Disappointingly, both 
amendments failed.  
 
  
Protecting student services and representation 
 
At the end of November, some crossbench senators moved a motion to hold an annual mandatory 
ballot at each university to determine if the Student Services and Amenity Fee can be levied. This 
was a blatant attack on funding services for students, which I spoke against. The Greens will always 
advocate for student services and representation on campus. 
 
 
 

 

Labor and Liberal turn on students to transform Start-Up 
Scholarships into more debt 
 
In the final week of parliament of 2015, the Labor and Liberal parties 
teamed up to do away with Student Start-Up Scholarships, and 
instead burden students with more debt. 
The $1025 Student Start-Up Scholarship went to all eligible students 
twice a year. It was a modest amount of money that provided relief 
at critical times of year for uni students, allowing them to cover bills 
for textbooks, laptops, internet access and other necessities. 
Taking away scholarships and turning them into loans means an extra 
$6000 of debt for the average Bachelor student upon graduation. A 
six-year Bachelor student will be put a further $12,000 into debt.  
When Labor were the ones to first put this cut on the table two years 
ago, the Greens stood with students and academics in opposing 
them. Again, we spoke out against these attacks on higher education 
in the parliament and the community. 
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VET FEE-HELP sector is broken 
 
What was originally designed as a model to expand access to training for Australians has now 
become an untameable beast that is ripping off students, ripping off taxpayers and corroding the 
integrity of our entire Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector. During Supplementary Budget 
Estimates I interrogated both the Department of Education and the Australian Skills and 
Qualifications Authority (ASQA) about the continual scandals and rorts around VET-FEE HELP. 
Through this, I learned that not only does the Department not keep track of how much taxpayer 
money goes to brokers and profit margins, but that there are serious procedural problems with how 
ASQA addresses concerns. Since then I have kept up the pressure, describing some disturbing case 
studies in a speech to the Senate.  
 
A Bill was passed in the final parliamentary sitting week of last year that contains some important 
reforms that the Greens supported. A loan cap has been created for each provider for 2016 based on 
the amount they received of VET FEE-HELP this year, course registration for VET FEE-HELP now 
needs a previous delivery history of at least five years, and the Education Minister and Department 
have greater powers to audit certain providers and pause their VET FEE-HELP. Other measures 
include minimum literacy, numeracy and qualification requirements for loan recipients, a cooling-off 
period between course enrolment and VET FEE-HELP application, parental approval for under 18s, 
and broadening the ability of students to seek re-credit on their loan in cases of unacceptable 
provider behaviour. I will maintain a sharp focus on this sector. 
 
 

 

Save Radio Adelaide! 
I was very concerned to hear that the University of Adelaide is 
considering shutting down its community radio station, a crucial 
broadcasting training ground for students and source of diverse 
programming. Radio Adelaide is too important to lose. I 
volunteered at the station while I was at university and know its 
value. Lend your voice to save the station at 
www.saveradioadelaide.org   

 
 
Public funding for public universities 
 
I have also raised concerns in the Senate about private, for-profit universities receiving public 
funding, due to the ripe potential for rorting. Public funding and for-profit education institutions do 
not mix. The incentives do not line up, for the chief outcomes of the higher education sector 
(qualifications, training, research, teaching) are so difficult to quantify and diverse in their qualities 
that the profit incentive, even with regulation, almost invariably leads to rorts. Putting public 
revenue into our established public universities is simply a smarter and safer way to spend taxpayer 
money. 
 

http://robert-simms.greensmps.org.au/content/video/senator-simms-details-rorts-private-profit-vet-sector
http://www.saveradioadelaide.org/
http://robert-simms.greensmps.org.au/content/video/greens-stand-against-expansion-government-funding-profit-universities


 

Visitors in Parliament 
 
It was great to meet with the National Union of Students in 
Parliament House in October. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Coming up… 
 
I’m very much looking forward to the university Orientation Weeks happening around the country 
next month – the most vibrant time on campus each year! 
 
 
To find out more 
 
If you wish to find out more information about the Greens and Higher Education, or any of my other 
work, please visit www.robertsimms.com.au, where you’ll find my speeches (transcripts and videos), 
media releases, and motions. You can also find me on Facebook and Twitter, or drop me a line at 
senator.simms@aph.gov.au  
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