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Accord (Australian Tertiary Education Commission) Bill 2025.

The Academy is the national body for the humanities in Australia. As one of the nation’s
five Learned Academies, we are a unique resource for government, working to ensure
cultural, creative, and ethical perspectives inform Australia’s plans for now and the
future.

The Academy supports the establishment of the ATEC as an independent entity to
steward the national tertiary education system (i.e. inclusive of universities and VET
sectors), address structural inequities, manage Australia’s national capability for the
long-term, and provide advice to federal, state and territory governments to guide the
system in the national interest!

For decades, Australia has operated without a coordinating entity and without a clear,
system-wide vision for tertiary education. This absence of leadership and cohesion has
constrained our ability to shape tertiary education to meet the nation’s evolving
economic, social, civic and environmental needs. Australia is at a point of momentous
change navigating the impact of Al and digital transformation, climate crisis, increasing
international tensions, threats to social cohesion, a loss of faith in science, and a
worldwide decline in trust in liberal democracy — underscoring the urgency of reform.

We not only welcome the establishment of the ATEC, but also the inclusion of the
National Tertiary Education Objective set out in the legislation, which keeps faith with the
education in Australia to:
a. promote a strong, equitable and resilient democracy; and
b. drive national, economic and social development and environmental
sustainability (p. 10).

Australia’s universities are engine rooms of knowledge and research for the nation and
the training ground for thinking critically and preparing future citizens and the workforce
for a world in which neither democratic institutions nor social cohesion can be taken for
granted.

Improving Australia’s productivity is vital and knowledge and innovation will be key to
navigating a prosperous future for all Australians. A thriving tertiary education sector is
essential for achieving this goal.
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Our submission makes recommendations to clarify and strengthen the legislation with
respect to the ATEC’s remit, composition, and resourcing. These are necessary to ensure
that the ATEC will be able to meet the objectives of the Act and the Universities Accord
recommendations.

Summary of Recommendations

1. Inline with the recommendations of the Australian Universities Accord, we support an
independent Statutory Authority model for ATEC and a clear demarcation of
responsibilities between ATEC as long-term steward and the Department of
Education.

2. Remove the clause “if requested by the Minister” in the legislation. While it is the
Government that makes policy, ATEC should have the capacity to consult the tertiary
education sector, raise areas of concern and propose ideas and strategies for the
consideration of the Minister.

3. Clarify and explicate the ATEC's role as steward of the tertiary education system,
encompassing “higher education, including teaching, learning and research, and
VET” (p. 5). Both VET and research are foundational to the structure and remit of ATEC
and should be dealt with in the legislation now.

4. Add reference to student contributions at Section 11d(ii), alongside Commonwealth
contributions. ATEC needs to have the authority to provide direct advice and
recommendations on student contributions.

5. The new ATEC to develop a suite of indicators required for the State of the System
Report and Mission-Based Compacts, noting the current limitations of the Fields of
Education (FOE) reporting.

6. The ATEC should have responsibility for monitoring sovereign capability across the
disciplines for the nation.

a. Indischarging this responsibility, the ATEC Commissioners should enact their
Committee powers (Section 25) to convene the nation’s Learned Academies
(collectively representing humanities, arts and social sciences (HASS), science,
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) and medical and health
sciences) to provide independent advice regarding the ‘State of the System’ in
relation to disciplinary sovereign capabilities.

7. Add a requirement to assess the National Tertiary Education Objective to the State of
the Tertiary Education System reports (Section 42.2, p. 30).

8. We recommend five to seven Commissioners. A minimum of five Commissioners is
needed - one full-time Chief Commissioner, one full-time Indigenous Commissioner,
one part-time Commissioner to focus on tertiary harmonisation, one part-time to
focus on compacts, and one part-time to focus on data gathering and long-term
scenario planning to inform and advise government.

9. HASS and STEM expertise needs to be represented on the Commission, in its
workforce, and the committees and advisory mechanisms it establishes.

10. Potential Commissioners may be recruited or seconded from the tertiary education
sector, while ensuring that any conflicts of interest are appropriately managed.
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1. ATEC needs to be able to directly employ and/or second outside the Australian Public
Service (APS), and to recruit staff from the higher education sector.

12. Ensure resources and capability are sufficient for ATEC to perform its functions.

13. Prioritise reform of the failed JRG scheme. This is vital to delivering on the access and
equity agenda in the legislation, to ‘backing Australian thinking’ via sovereign skills
development, and meaningfully tackling the true costs of higher education.

14. Include reference to Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities in ‘Statement of Compatibility with Human Rights’ in the Explanatory
Memoranda, and explanation of human rights implications.

Establishment and Functions of the ATEC

The Academy is concerned that the legislation, as currently framed, limits the capacity
of ATEC to address the leadership and coordination challenges identified in the

establish the ATEC, namely:

Our tertiary education system lacks the coordinated, future-focused and
evidence-based, decision-making capacity necessary for Australia’s future
success. This must change. Over the past 20 years, there have been significant
failures — both of action and inaction — where the absence of a strong sector
stewardship function has been telling. The tertiary education system is too
important to Australia’s social, economic and environmental wellbeing to leave
its future to the uncoordinated action of individual institutions (p. 10).2

We raise two chief concerns with the legislation which risk ATEC’s ability to steward the
system:

1.

ATEC should be established in such a way as to ensure its independence, with a
clear and appropriate separation from the Department of Education. We are
supportive of a Statutory Authority model. Stewardship means undertaking long-
term environment scanning to inform the Government’s policy agenda and
bringing issues to the attention of the Minister. The legislation needs to ensure the
independence of ATEC to proactively commission, develop and deliver advice
that it will be uniquely positioned to give. The proposed legislation positions ATEC
reactively, limiting its provision of “advice and recommendations” to Ministerial
request at Section 1ic and 11d (‘Functions of the ATEC’, pp. 8-9) and Section 41.1
‘Higher education advice and recommendations’ and 41.2 ‘Tertiary education
advice and recommendations’ (pp. 27-28).

There is ambiguity in the legislation as to the ATEC's responsibilities for the tertiary
education system. The ‘Objects of the Act’ at Section 3 (p. 2) effectively limit
ATEC's stewardship to “higher education” i.e. universities. It is our view that the
legislation to establish ATEC needs to explicitly address a tertiary education
mandate at the outset, inclusive of “higher education, including teaching,

2 Australian Universities Accord Final Report (2024),
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learning and research, and VET, including research” (p. 5). This keeps faith with
the recommendations of the Universities Accord, one objective of which was to
achieve broader harmonisation between the universities and VET sectors and
acknowledges more directly the relationship between teaching and research in
universities. It also aligns with the Strategic Examination of Research and
Development (SERD) Interim Paper’s reference to the need for better coordination
including funding for research training and R&D and Innovation (RDI).? While we
recognise the critical importance of major research funding and infrastructure
schemes being split between portfolios at federal level, the reality is that most
academics do a significant amount of research as part of their duties and this
research informs and shapes their teaching and is required for graduate
researcher training — ensuring that Australian industry and universities have
access to a highly qualified workforce. It is therefore important that the
research/teaching nexus be more explicitly acknowledged and incorporated in
the planning horizon of ATEC.

Recommendations:

1. Inline with the recommendations of the Australian Universities Accord, we support an
independent Statutory Authority model for ATEC and a clear demarcation of
responsibilities between ATEC as long-term steward and the Department of
Education.

2. Remove the clause “if requested by the Minister” in the legislation. While it is the
Government that makes policy, ATEC should have the capacity to consult the tertiary
education sector, raise areas of concern and propose ideas and strategies for the
consideration of the Minister.

3. Clarify and explicate the ATEC's role as steward of the tertiary education system,
encompassing “higher education, including teaching, learning and research, and
VET” (p. 5). Both VET and research are foundational to the structure and remit of ATEC
and should be dealt with in the legislation now.

Scope of Advice

In relation to higher education advice, the Bill sets out the scope of advice ATEC may give
at Section 11 (pp. 8-9) as follows: (d) to prepare reports, and provide advice and
recommendations if requested by the Minister to the Minister, in relation to:

i.  improving higher education access, participation and outcomes for persons
facing systemic barriers to education, including Aboriginal persons and Torres
Strait Islanders, persons with disability, persons of a low socioeconomic
background and persons living in regional Australia;, and

ii.  the efficient cost of higher education across disciplines and student cohorts and
in relation to the Commonwealth contribution amounts for places in funding
clusters; and

8 Strategic Examination of Research and Development, Issues Paper I: National Coordination for RD&l Impact,
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iii. opportunities to streamline the regulation of higher education providers.

We reiterate our recommendation (above) that the clause “if requested by the Minister”
be deleted. ATEC needs to have authority and resourcing to convene and commission
the evidence and advise the Minister in all these areas as a matter of course. Separately,
Section 15 ‘Minister’s Strategic Priorities’ allows for the Minister to exercise directives as
required.

Regarding Section 11d(ii) important work has already commenced on costings and
funding of higher education by the Interim ATEC. To provide comprehensive advice and
marshal the evidence, ATEC will need to be able to examine the entire, interrelated
system, which means factoring in student contributions alongside Commonwealth
contributions, and understanding research costing and funding. The funding complexity
of higher education warrants a comprehensive approach.

Recommendation:

4. Add reference to student contributions at Section 11d(ii), alongside Commonwealth
contributions. ATEC needs to have the authority to provide direct advice and
recommendations on student contributions.

State of the System Reports, Mission-Based Compacts and ATEC
Strategic Priorities

We welcome provisions in the Bill to legislate ATEC's role to produce a State of the
System report annually (Section 42), release a Statement of Strategic Priorities (Section
43), and drive compact negotiations with universities (Section 27) which stretch out the
planning horizon to give the sector more security. Four-year compacts, properly
administered, are a mechanism for two-way negotiation which respects university
autonomy while taking a national capability lens to the wider system and how individual
universities sit within it.

In principle, we are supportive of the mission-based compacts as articulated in the
legislation. How compacts get operationalised is the crux, so we would like to see a suite
of indicators that address national knowledge capabilities in order that ATEC is able to
keep abreast of national sovereign capabilities.

The ATEC should have a responsibility for monitoring sovereign capability across the
disciplines for the nation.

By Australia’s sovereign capability, we mean the discipline range and depth of expertise
in the university sector, to ensure it is meeting Australia’s current and future capability
needs, national security needs and productivity requirements, etc. ATEC also needs to
come to grips with the state of Australia’s intellectual and research capabilities in areas
like Al and misinformation, Asia literacy, democratic and civic literacy, and critical
thinking about equity in human society.

To assess sovereign capability, the ATEC will need a full complement of evidence across
the system, inclusive of STEM and HASS. To that end, ATEC will need to produce or
commission evidence for HASS, akin to what the Australian Academy for Science has
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done for STEM through its Science 2035 report.* Australia’s Learned Academies (which
are supported under HESA Legislation to promote research and scholarship, and provide
advice to government on issues of national and international significance)® are uniquely
positioned to support this work — bringing independent disciplinary expertise — and are
well placed to contribute to ATEC’s national coordination and planning responsibilities.

One key factor that will undermine the effectiveness of a national approach to this
assessment, will be the deficiencies of the data collected by the Department of
Education. Data are often aggregated to broad general fields, making it difficult to
assess enrolments and completions, and course offerings. For example, it is not possible
to distinguish the number of students graduating with Chinese, Japanese and
Indonesian (languages) in national reporting as they are grouped at either Southeast
Asian Languages or Eastern Asian Languages at even the most granular level of Field of
Educations (FOE).

To ensure national capability in critical areas of education and research, the ATEC must
have the capacity to identify and alert the Minister to emerging gaps in current or
emerging fields so that the Government can consider potential policy solutions to
address these issues.

Recommendations:

5. The new ATEC to develop a suite of indicators required for the State of the System
Report and Mission-Based Compacts, noting the current limitations of the Fields of
Education (FOE) reporting.

6. The ATEC should have responsibility for monitoring sovereign capability across the
disciplines for the nation.

a. Indischarging this responsibility, the ATEC Commissioners should enact their
Committee powers (Section 25) to convene the nation’s Learned Academies
(collectively representing HASS), STEM, and medical and health sciences) to
provide independent advice regarding the ‘State of the System’ in relation to
disciplinary sovereign capabilities.

Integrate the National Tertiary Education Objective in ATEC Reporting

We recommend the ATEC legislation includes an assessment of the National Tertiary
Education Objective in the annual State of the Tertiary Education System Report (Section
42).

Recommendation:

7. Add a requirement to assess the National Tertiary Education Objective to the State of
the Tertiary Education System reports (Section 42.2, p. 30).
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Composition of ATEC

To realise ATEC's role as a steward, it needs to be able to act as a bridge between

Stakeholders across the tertiary education system need a seat at the table
alongside government to discuss the system’s future needs and share
responsibility for solutions. There is currently insufficient shared understanding of
the policy and reform priorities needed to build solutions and plan for the years
ahead (p. 10).

The legislation proposes three Commissioners — one full-time, one part-time and one
Indigenous. The Bill stipulates that the knowledge, skills and experience needed in those
three commissioners covers “each of the following fields: Higher education; VET; Tertiary
education governance and administration; Stakeholder consultation and engagement;
Regional Australia, and [that] At least one of the Commissioners has substantial
experience and knowledge in relation to VET.” (Section 59, ‘ATEC Commissioners
collectively possess certain knowledge and experience’, pp. 41-42)

It is our view that three commissioners are insufficient to represent and manage the brief
of all the issues of concern for government. With one of the commissioners essentially a
de facto VET commissioner, that would leave two remaining commissioners to provide
depth and breadth of expertise across the whole of higher education and research, one
of whom is also the First Nations Commissioner. In our view, this is not practical or
workable.

We recommend a minimum of five to seven Commissioners, some of whom could be
part-time. In covering off the range of expertise in addition to equity, regional
perspectives, and close understanding of universities, we would also explicitly add
research to this list and/or specify in the Act’s glossary of terms that when ‘higher
education’ is invoked it unambiguously means education and research.

Recommendations:

8. We recommend five to seven Commissioners. A minimum of five Commissioners is
needed — one full-time Chief Commissioner, one full-time First Nations
Commissioner, one part-time Commissioner to focus on tertiary harmonisation, one
part-time to focus on compacts, and one part-time to focus on data gathering and
long-term scenario planning to inform and advise government.

9. Both HASS and STEM expertise needs to be represented on the Commission, in its
workforce, and the committees and advisory mechanisms it establishes.

In terms of, eligibility of appointment, the Bill currently stipulates that “the person has
appropriate independence from all tertiary education providers” (Section 58, p. 41). We
reaffirm our point above that Commissioners need to have deep experience of the
sector, so we recommend that there is capacity to second commissioners from the
sector while ensuring that potential conflicts of interest are appropriately managed.
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Recommendation:

10. Potential commissioners may be recruited or seconded from the tertiary education
sector, while ensuring that any conflicts of interest are appropriately managed.

The balance of ATEC’s workforce is important because it needs to be a bridge between
government and the sector, so it makes no sense for it to be staffed entirely by the
Department of Education. ATEC needs to be able to directly hire or second from the
sector people who are deeply experienced in higher education.

Recommendation:

1. ATEC needs to be able to directly employ outside the APS, and to recruit and/or
second staff from the higher education sector.

Resourcing

We recognise there may need to be trade-offs to achieve resourcing levels to enable
ATEC to steward the system. At a minimum ATEC needs a robust governance model,
requisite expertise in its Commissioners and workforce, and a standing capacity to bring
robust data together for the Minister and the sector to inform decision making.

Access to real-time data about the system (to underpin compacts and allocations) will
improve transparency and trust. Both the higher education sector and government need
to have a comprehensive understanding of how universities operate for ATEC to
succeed.

Where appropriate ATEC should have the capacity to have service level agreements with
the Department of Education to ensure the provision of key support services for ATEC.

Recommendation:

12. Ensure resources and capability are sufficient for ATEC to perform its functions.

Job Ready Graduates

We welcome the Bill's focus on improving access and participation for disadvantaged
students.

We repeat our call for urgent remediation of Job Ready Graduates (JRG),® which was
recommended by the Australian Universities Accord Panel, in its final report:

The Job-ready Graduates package needs urgent remediation. Its intended
purpose of influencing students’ choice of courses through price signals has
failed. While some students are paying less, the overall funding balance has
shifted in the direction of lower government contributions and higher student
contributions. Many students have extremely high student contributions resulting
in large HELP loans that do not reflect their future earning potential (p. 12).

The JRG is saddling humanities students with excessive debt for degrees that provide
them with the analytical, critical and creative thinking skills needed to effectively

8 Australian Academy of the Humanities’, Backing Australian Thinking, March 2025,
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understand and respond to the many complex issues facing our society. Worse still, the
JRG policy is disproportionately impacting women, and low-SES, regional and Indigenous
students who are more likely to take subjects in society and culture, as their first degrees
in higher education.

The latest analysis from the Innovative Research Universities (IRU) shows that between
2020 and 2024 Bachelor’'s degrees enrolment fell by 10 per cent among low-income
students. Areas most affected are law, business and commerce falling at 18 percent, and
21 percent decrease in other HASS fields.” As we have argued before “if the JRG is allowed
to continue, Australia’s social and cultural momentum will stall, putting our cohesion at
risk, and starving the workforce of the 21st century skills needed for the transition to
economic complexity”.? Dealing with JRG cannot wait for the passage of the ATEC
legislation — it is not only a significant equity issue, growing student debt remains a
significant barrier to productivity.

Recommendation:

13. Prioritise reform of the failed JRG scheme. This is vital to delivering on the access and
equity agenda in the legislation, to ‘backing Australian thinking’ via sovereign skills
development, and meaningfully tackling the true costs of higher education.

Statement of Compatibility with Human Rights

In the Explanatory Memoranda’s ‘Statement of Compatibility with Human Rights’, we
question why there is no reference to Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (right to education) given Australia is a signatory.® Other
articles of the CRPD are rightly mentioned (Article 5—-Equality and Non-Discrimination
and Article 9-Accessibility) but Article 24 is not.

Article 24 stipulates the general right of people with disabilities to education:

States Parties recognize the right of persons with disabilities to education. With a
view to realizing this right without discrimination and on the basis of equal
opportunity, States Parties shall ensure an inclusive education system at all
levels and life long learning (Article 24, clause 1).

It also specifically spells out the rights relevant to ATEC’'s mandate and functions:

States Parties shall ensure that persons with disabilities are able to access
general tertiary education, vocational training, adult education and lifelong
learning without discrimination and on an equal basis with others (Article 24,
clause 5).

Recommendation:

14. Include reference to Article 24 of the CRPD in ‘Statement of Compatibility with Human
Rights’ in the Explanatory Memoranda, and explanation of human rights implications.

8 Australian Academy of the Humanities, JRG Undermining Positive Reforms to Student Support, September
2024, https://humanities.org.au/uncategorised/job-ready-graduates-humanities-arts-2/

AAIMl Australian Academy of the Humanities / Universities Accord (ATEC) Bill 2025 9


https://iru.edu.au/job-ready-graduates-package-2/
https://iru.edu.au/job-ready-graduates-package-2/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities

The Australian Academy of the Humanities
490 Northbourne Avenue

Dickson ACT 2600
enquiries@humanities.org.au

02 6189 6982

www.humanities.org.au



	Copy of Copy of Heading (3)
	260115-AAH-ATEC-Legislation-Submission_Final
	Copy of Copy of Heading (4)

