The Government’s Higher Education  and Research Bill:
 Why it must be resisted and how to defeat it.

On the 3rd November, the Sallis Benney saw staff and students from the Universities of Brighton and Sussex as well as concerned members of the community in this university town coming together to hear about the Higher Education and Research Bill currently making its way through Parliament.

The Panel comprised:
Gordon Marsden MP the Opposition Front Bench Team as Shadow Minister for Higher & Further Education and Skills and Member of the Commons Public Bill Committee which has been scrutinising and taking evidence on the HE and Research Bill in its committee stage which has just reported prior to the Bill’s third reading. 
Sorana Vieru, Vice President (Higher Education) of the National Union of Students. As the Higher Education and Research Bill makes its way through Parliament, it’s Sorana’s job to lobby against it.
Tom Frost, Branch Secretary of Sussex UCU, and Lecturer in Legal Theory at the University of Sussex and has published work on the history and origins of academic freedom and the modern university.
Tom Hickey Course Leader of the MA Cultural and Critical Theory, and of the BA Philosophy, Politics, Art. He is joint author (with John Holmwood and others) of the Alternative White Paper on Higher Education. 
Tom Hickey opened the discussion by giving an overview of the key features of and threats to Higher Education which the Bill represents: a threat to the very idea of a university as deregulation will allow for-profit companies to focus on profitable courses rather than the broad offer currently characteristic of universities; a threat to the autonomy of institutions as universities are forced to contort their educational provision in order to raise fees in line with inflation; a threat to  universities facing declining income and driven towards the provision of cheaper degrees and ‘teaching only’ status or even to ‘market exit’ with no guarantees for their students.

Tom Frost highlighted the context of Brexit and the unfavourable policy context for both EU and non-EU staff and students  exacerbating the threats of the Bill.

Sorana Vieru focussed on the hypocrisy of an Office for Students which has no student representation and the need for visible opposition and reminded the audience of  the NUS’s recommendation that students boycott the National Student Survey and the joint UCU/NUS demonstration on the 19th November. 

Gordon Marsden talked of the painstaking work of the committee and the lack of responsiveness from government ministers echoing the need for large scale opposition from staff, students and local communities to convince MPs of the strength of feeling in their constituencies as the legislation can be significantly amended when it comes to the floor of the House of Commons, since some Conservative MPs have their reservations concerning the proposals. It may also be subject to significant amendment when it is debated in the Lords, where there is considerable opposition to the proposals as they are currently formulated.

There followed a question and answer session concluding with a call to make the demonstration on the 19th November a massive and inexorable demonstration of resistance to this  Bill and the need for an alternative vision which puts students, staff and learning at the heart of Higher Education not the needs of the market. Everyone who cares about Higher Education and its future needs to prioritise this opportunity to push the Bill into reverse.  Further details about transport and copies of the Alternative White Paper will be disseminated via stalls on the various sites. 

Caroline Lucas, MP for Brighton Pavilion had also been invited, and though unable to attend sent the short statement below: 

“I’m sorry that I’m not able to join you this evening, but I’m pleased that so many of you have come together to challenge the Government’s ongoing marketisation of the higher education sector.
The Higher Education and Research Bill will significantly reform the higher education sector and I do not believe that the Bill is in the best interests of students. The possibility that institutions deemed “excellent” will be allowed to raise their fees in line with inflation is extremely alarming and I do not believe that teaching quality should be incentivised with money.
There’s some worrying language in the proposals too, like Clause 2 which states the Government’s desire to; ‘encourage competition between English higher education providers in connection with the provision of higher education’.
As we absorb the full repercussions of the EU referendum result, what the sector needs is not upheaval but security. The Government should be focussing on the challenges faced to higher education in the post-referendum period. Moving forward, is vital that EU staff and students are guaranteed the right to remain in the UK, and universities are given guarantees about their funding. The Government’s nasty anti-immigration rhetoric which threatens the future of UK universities needs to be challenged too and I’ll continue to do  this in Parliament in every way that I can.  
The Green Party’s position is clear we opposed tuition fees when they were first introduced by Labour, we opposed the trebling under Coalition, and continue to oppose them today. We would scrap all tuition fees & reintroduce the maintenance grant. We want students to be properly funded and a public education system which benefits the many, not just the privileged few. I voted against the Bill at Second Reading and I will continue to oppose any measures which will damage the future of higher education.
As Malala Yousafazai said - “Education is not a privilege, education is a right,” and I hope that this evening results in some positive actions to fight for that right.”

 

