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The Regional Universities Network (RUN) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the consultation
survey on the Cost Recovery Implementation Statement (CRIS) for the National Student Ombudsman
(NSO).

RUN is a national collaborative group of six regional Australian universities:
+ Charles Sturt University,
+  CQUniversity Australia,
+ Federation University Australia,
+ Southern Cross University,
« University of New England, and
« University of Southern Queensland.

This submission reflects the positions of RUN institutions, and in doing so, also aims to represent the
views of the communities which RUN universities serve; the one-third of Australians who live outside
of metropolitan centres in regional, rural, and remote locations. RUN believes that all Australians,
regardless of background or geography, should have access to an equitable standard of university
opportunities, tertiary facilities, and research services.

RUN acknowledges that many of the CRIS survey questions are best directed towards individual
institutions for tailored responses that reflect provider circumstances. At a high level, however, RUN
offers the following generalised feedback to the proposed approach to cost recovery of the NSO.

Cost assumptions and guidance

RUN believes that the NSO should remain appropriately funded by the Commonwealth. While RUN
understands the rationale behind a cost recovery model, and acknowledges that it has been used for
other regulatory activities in multiple sectors, it is important to understand that the previous state-
based student ombudsmen, which the NSO is superseding, were deemed to operate in the public
interest, and as such were publicly funded.

While RUN has no specific feedback regarding the cost assumptions being applied to the CRIS, at

a more fundamental level RUN does not support the costs of the NSO being borne by universities.
Universities already fund substantial internal ombudsman complaints, review, and student advocacy
functions. Institutions funding the NSO in addition to maintaining these existing mechanisms would
not only impose a duplicated cost but also raise questions as to whether there are any aspects of
existing internal activity that the NSO deems duplicative of its own activities. If the intention is for

the NSO to replace or assume some aspects of these internal functions, then Departmental support,
guidance, or information would assist universities in their preparedness for the introduction of cost
recovery. Furthermore, there should be a discussion with the sector about the appropriate division of
responsibilities and the subsequent implications for institutional systems and staffing.

A more equitable approach
With regard to the most equitable way to distribute the costs of the NSO over the longer term, RUN
believes that Equivalent Full-Time Student Load (EFTSL), while an imperfect measure by itself, offers
at least some degree of equitable cost recovery between tertiary providers, compared to alternative
approaches. However, RUN and our members stand ready to work constructively with the NSO to
enhance the features of cost recovery towards a more equitable and principle-based model that may
give greater consideration to factors including:

* aprovider’s size;

+ social mission and associated scale;
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+ student cohort profile;

« campus dispersal and population density;

« volume of complaints;

« complexity of complaints; and

+ trends/patterns in complaints or demonstrated improvement.

Furthermore, RUN would like to see cost recovery considerations that do not lead to universities
bearing the costs associated with complaints that are demonstrably vexatious, deliberately fabricated,
or constituting an abuse of process. The funding and operating model should include appropriate
mechanisms to identify and manage such matters at an early stage, while preserving free and
accessible external review for students raising genuine concerns. Above all else, RUN would like

to ensure that students have no cost exposure at any stage in their engagement with university
complaints processes or the NSO.

Other considerations (regulatory impost)

RUN urges the Commonwealth to consider the disproportionate regulatory burden that already falls
upon smaller, regional institutions, whose unique social missions of providing tertiary services to
geographically dispersed,sparselypopulated, and underrepresented population bases prevent the
achievement of operational scale.

Australian universities operate in a highly regulated environment, which is an important and
necessary feature of a robust and sustainable tertiary sector. Nonetheless, across recent years, the
sector has experienced an increasing and accelerating trend of overtly prescriptive and interventionist
regulation. Not only has the majority of new regulatory requirements been unfunded, but it is

also often duplicated across agencies and jurisdictions, creating an unnecessarily complex and
burdensome regulatory environment.

The increasingly complex higher education regulatory landscape disproportionately encumbers
Australia’'s smaller/regional universities, despite these universities performing the sector’s heavy lifting
in tertiary participation amongst equity cohorts, while routinely achieving the highest levels of student
satisfaction, starting salaries, and graduate employment outcomes. It is Australia’s smaller/regional
universities that have the least capacity to continue absorbing the escalating magnitude of regulatory
burden without compromising student support, experiences, and opportunities. To contextualise the
magnitude of disproportionate impact experienced by regional universities, it should be noted that in
2024, the average net operating result of a RUN university was -$19 million compared to the average
Group of Eight net operating result of +$214 million. Indeed, between 2022-2024, RUN universities
recorded a combined operating deficit of -$531 million.

Additional regulatory activity directly contributes to higher operational and compliance costs, creating
significant financial challenges if not accompanied by adequate funding or revenue adjustments.
These costs include staffing, legal fees, new technology, and administrative time. Resources consumed
by regulatory compliance are resources that cannot be spent elsewhere, such as supporting the
delivery of education. The compounding impacts of incremental regulatory costs run counter to the
objective of a tertiary regulatory system that puts students first.

RUN believes the Commonwealth should undertake a comprehensive cumulative regulatory and
financial impact assessment before imposing any further cost-recovery arrangements upon the
sector, such that the Government may better assess the true impact of implementation. In particular,
the Commonwealth should find ways to ensure that regional universities are shielded from further
regulatory imposts.
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