NUS Briefing



Tuesday 9 December 2003

For Members of Parliament

WHY NOT A GRADUATE TAX?

As you will know, the Secretary of State for Education, Charles Clarke, met with MPs last night and will meet again tonight to put forward his views on how top-up fees are the best way to fund the higher education sector and how graduate tax is not a good option.

The National Union of Students (NUS) also has some concerns about student funding and below are some of our arguments against a graduate tax - 

· The cost of setting up a graduate tax scheme is said to be £2 billion (Sunday Times 7 December 2003). NUS would rather this money was paid directly to the sector.

· Graduates will pay back many times more than their degree cost to teach and this is unfair. 

· The graduate tax repayment system does not address the core issue – that of significantly higher costs to the individual.  Whether payment is income contingent or not, the graduate is still contributing towards filling the funding gap.  This will:

· Price poorer students out of top universities, especially the debt averse and those worried about the burden of contribution in the future

· Not provide the monies needed – graduate tax may take years before raising the funds that the sector needs

· Higher taxes than ever for the recently graduated

· There is no guarantee that students would still not have huge maintenance debts upon graduation, including commercial debt and overdraft

· A graduate tax may not stop elite institutions pushing for more money on top of the extra they receive.  This may lead to a push for tuition fees for specific courses on top of graduate tax contributions.

SO, WHY NOT VARIABLE FEES?

In essence any form of variable fees will:

· Force students to choose their degree based on cost rather than the subject they may wish to study and may be most suited to.  Charles Clarke has since admitted this saying that variable fees "mean graduates will know exactly what their higher education will cost them at the outset, and it will be an amount that relates directly to the choices they have made about their course and university" (Guardian 9-12-03)

· Lead to skills shortages arising from unprofitable courses being dropped by institutions

· Entrench two-tiers of students in higher education – those with the wealth to pay for any degree at any institution and those without.  

· Invite the perceived top institutions to charge the top rate of fee and will therefore make the most money from the government’s proposals.  The institutions that generally provide for more non-traditional students will be unable to charge high fees and will miss out on money they need to actually widen access

· Burden graduates with over £30,000 of debt, stopping them from saving for mortgages and pensions

NUS does not reject the Higher Education Bill outright.  The Bill contains some good proposals such as the removal of up-front fees and the return of a grant for poorer students.  It also legislates for the Office of the Independent Adjudicator - something that NUS has championed for some time.

But we believe the government is offering misleading choices, claiming that only three options are worthy of debate –variable fees, graduate tax or a flat-rate rise in fees.  Yet, the Treasury has costed many models and focus groups overseen by Number 10 reputedly came up with over 40 alternative models.  The government is also misleading MPs by claiming that variable fees are the only way to remove up-front fees and funds student grants.  We also believe that any concessions on the variable fee policy will not address the problems arising from variability itself – that of an unfair market in HE. NUS policy is based on thousands of members voting at our annual conference. These members and their parents, friends and wider family are your constituents and they are all against top-up fees.  The government only has the support of a handful of academics; Universities UK has not allowed its members to have a free vote on whether they really support the top-up option. We believe the fairest way to fund the system and provide the desperately needed billions that our universities need now is through progressive taxation.

We urge all MPs to make sure the government does not bulldoze the Bill through Parliament without deep consideration of all the 40 options that will be made available by the Prime Minister.

For more information, please contact James O’Leary, Public Affairs Officer 020 7561 6554
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