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Fees-free policy: comments from UNZ working group representing the Committee on Student 
Administration and Academic Services and the Committee of Planning Directors 

The Universities welcome the opportunity to provide comment on the options for implementing 
“Free Fees” in January 2018.   

The two process options under consideration for implementing fees-free in 2018 appear to be as 
follows: 

Option 1: running fees-free through the loans scheme with subsequent reimbursement 
against a student’s loan account (or maybe a provisional credit). 

Option 2: Universities invoice Government agency for fees and don’t charge students, with 
loans agreement ready to go in the background option. 

The Universities’ preferred implementation method is Option 1: Student Loans scheme. If this 
option does not fit other parts of the tertiary sector then Option 1 should be used at least for SAC-
funded provision. 

Advantages: 

• One central system for all SAC funded provision, rather than requiring system and process 
changes by a large number of providers in a very short time frame (enrolments for 2018 are 
already open; legislation or regulations are not yet in place) 

• University and StudyLink application processes already in place would be unaffected; fee 
payment processes from StudyLink to TEOs are already in place and would continue. Cash 
flow vital to provider viability would be secured 

• StudyLink has well established communication channels with students that would be readily 
able to accommodate this requirement 

• University and StudyLink routine processes already manage course and programme changes 
and would be best suited to manage the arrangements to cover the courses eligible for free 
fees 

• Government agencies have a view of the student’s entire tertiary record (and secondary 
record) and therefore of their eligibility. TEOs cannot verify prior tertiary participation 

• Definitions of terms such as year, workload, recognised qualification, success criteria for 
continuation, etc., could be applied consistently with those used for loans and allowances 

• A far better student experience through a single known and trusted mechanism 
• Less reputational risk to the Government overall and the less risk of compromise to the 

credibility of the new policy 
• Ability to better develop and manage a consistent communication strategy with key 

messages being consistent for students, parents and providers. 

Issues: 

• Depending on eligibility criteria for free fees, students not currently eligible to apply for a 
loan may have to be enabled to make a loan application 

• A different mechanism may be more suitable to other forms of tertiary provision such as 
workplace training that are not SAC funded. 

• We understand that legislative change would be needed to enable the fees-free component 
of loans to be written off, however we also note such change would not be required 
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immediately. It could occur in early or even mid-2018 without disadvantaging either 
students or institutions 

• There may be impact for IRD’s transformation programme but change would be more 
effectively managed through a single well-founded programme framework than through a 
myriad of hasty projects across the entire sector. 

The universities do not support Option 2 due to its relative complexity, cost and risk to implement. 

Issues with Option 2: 

• Inconsistent and uncertain student experience across institutions would undermine the 
credibility of this first phase of a key government policy initiative and lead to errors that 
would have high transaction costs to both institutions and Government agencies. 

• Diffusion and added complexity in communicating new policy and processes to students, 
and in managing downstream communications issues 

• Individual provider institutions don’t have visibility of prior tertiary participation. Though 
providers could provisionally accept student self-declaration, additional audit or verification 
processes would need to be designed, applied and resourced. Potential liability for revenue 
loss or disruption to cash flow would be an unreasonable imposition on providers 

• Massive manual overrides and/or finance system/student management system changes 
would be needed for providers to ‘zero rate’ fees for the 15,000 to 20,000 students who we 
believe will meet the criteria. Individual change programmes would have to be activated by 
each University to very tight timeframes, and potentially with software vendor and 
consultancy costs incurred to make the changes  There is very little confidence that technical 
changes could be accomplished given the practicalities of such projects  

• New tracking, analysis and reporting would be required by each provider to reconcile and 
invoice the government agency for multiple cycles of enrolment, course change and 
withdrawal  

• In addition to normal peak processing cycles, three of the eight Universities (Canterbury, 
Massey, Waikato) currently heavily committed to student management system replacement 
projects and do not have the resource capacity to re-configure these in the time available  

• Manual processes would also be needed to ascertain if applicants have a loan agreement in 
place as a backstop 

• A manual process would be needed for the notification from the relevant government 
agency to the university confirming government’s validation of the eligibility of a student for 
fees free 

• Where a student who applies for fees-free is later found not to qualify, it may well be 
relatively simple to activate a loan. But if the student concerned does not qualify for a loan 
the university would not wish to pursue the fee debt, wear the cost of this recovery, or risk 
that it might not be recovered. Withdrawal by the student would also affect the university’s 
course completion rate. 

• If a student disputes a judgement that they are ineligible the university would not want to 
bear the cost, time and reputational damage involved 

• Any process that is significantly manual as described above is quite open to gaming either by 
an unscrupulous institution, or an unscrupulous student. 
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From: David Thomson <david.thomson@otago.ac.nz>
Sent: Friday, 3 November 2017 12:33 p.m.
To: John MacCormick
Subject: FYI Unofficially

Hi John 
 
I have a meeting with Otago Polytechnic this morning, and they indicated that: 
 

‐ 80% of their first years currently pay fees via loans 
‐ Where they offer scholarships by way of fees waiver, they would likely allow students to defer taking up the 

fee waiver option for 2018 and apply it to their second year of study.  
 
Cheers 
 
David Thomson 
Director 
Planning & Funding 
Office of the Vice‐Chancellor 
Room G09, Clocktower Building 
Tel. 03 479 7716 
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From: Chris Whelan
Sent: Thursday, 9 November 2017 3:24 p.m.
To: Chris Hipkins
Cc: Tim Fowler; John MacCormick; Dafydd Davies
Subject: Letter from Universities New Zealand - re fees free policy implementation
Attachments: Letter Hon Chris Hipkins re Free fees implementation 9.11.2017.pdf

Dear Minister, 
  
Please find attached a letter from Stuart McCutcheon as Chair of Universities New Zealand. 
  
Chris 
  
Chris Whelan 
Executive Director 

Universities New Zealand - Te Pōkai Tara 
Level 9, 142 Lambton Quay, PO Box 11915, Wellington 6142 
Phone +64 4 381 8500 |    |  http://www.universitiesnz ac.nz 

Universities NZ is the peak body for New Zealand’s eight universities.  It is also known as the New Zealand Vice-
Chancellors’ Committee. 

   
Disclaimer:  This email, including any attachments, is confidential.  If you have received it in error, please notify the sender via return 
email and delete the original.     
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New Zealand Vice-Chancellors’ Committee | Level 9, 142 Lambton Quay | PO Box 11915 | Wellington 6142 | New Zealand 

T 64 4 381 8500 | F 64 4 381 8501 | W www.universitiesnz.ac.nz 

 

9 November 2017 

 

Hon. Chris Hipkins 

Minister of Education 

Parliament Buildings 

Wellington 

 

Via email: c.hipkins@ministers.govt.nz 

 

Dear Minister 

 

Fees-free tertiary study 

 

Summary: Vice-Chancellors are unanimously of the view that the fees-free tertiary 

study policy should be enacted via the current Student Loan Scheme,  i.e. institutions 

would charge students fees as they do now, the students would put those fees on their 

loans, the government would determine which students were eligible for the fees-free 

arrangement and write-off that component of the loans for eligible students. We ask you 

to note that in our view any other arrangement is unworkable and likely to disadvantage 

students. 

 

Discussions have been held recently with representatives from the Ministry of Education 

and Tertiary Education Commission and with staff in the universities about the 

implementation of the Government’s fees-free policy. University representatives have 

also been involved in subsequent discussions, including a joint meeting that also 

involved representatives from StudyLink and non-University tertiary education providers. 

 

The Vice-Chancellors understand from these discussions that decisions will be taken 

shortly on the policy s implementation and thought that it would be helpful to set out our 

views.  

 

The Vice-Chancellors are unanimously of the view that the Student Loan Scheme should 

form the basis for implementation of the new fees-free policy. Currently, most students 

finance their studies with support from StudyLink, with the Student Loan Scheme being 

the common means by which they pay fees.  The system by which students apply for 

support via StudyLink is well established and efficient, and the manner in which fees 

then flow to the universities (and are adjusted as students change course, etc) is also 

quite seamless from both the student and institutional perspective. We also understand 

that this view is shared by other providers in the tertiary education sector. 

 

We are concerned to ensure that the implementation of this policy does not introduce 

complicated procedures and extra financial burdens, for both the government and 

tertiary institutions, and that it is readily understood by students.  A simple arrangement 

utilising an established agency – StudyLink – and integration with an existing form of 

student support – loans -  minimises risk and ensures a better-quality student 

experience. The single point of contact provided by StudyLink is in our view the best way 
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to ensure that students receive consistent advice and treatment as this major new policy 

is implemented at short notice. The system could operate as it does now except that 

government would determine which students were eligible for free fees and write off that 

component of their loans. The same arrangement, other than the write-off, would then 

apply to subsequent years of their study and to students who were not eligible for the 

write-off. 

 

Provider institutions do not have access to students’ full tertiary or secondary records 

needed to verify a student’s claim for fees-free eligibility.  Government agencies do have 

access to that information and are able to rapidly verify eligibility, as a result of which 

they alone are equipped to make such decisions. 

 

I understand that an alternate, potentially more complex, option for implementation has 

been put forward.  The alternate option, as put forward by officials, places the 

assessment of students’ eligibility for free-fees with institutions. This would present a 

considerable risk for students and institutions, and is in our view unworkable. 

Institutions would not be able to implement the eligibility assessment and subsequent 

processes without making system changes, something that at this point in the 2018 

enrolment cycle is not possible.  For students, there would be a high risk of institutional 

decisions being inconsistent and disadvantaging those the policy is intended to assist.  

Furthermore, for reasons we have explained in the BIM, we are not in a position to 

assume additional costs on behalf of Government 

 

I appreciate the level of consultation undertaken to date by the Government agencies. I 

would like to emphasise the importance of implementing this policy in a way that 

minimises risks and costs to students, institutions and the Crown. 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stuart McCutcheon 

Chair, Universities New Zealand 
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From: Brendan Kelly (TEC)
Sent: Monday, 13 November 2017 10:51 a.m.
To: naomi.ferguson@ird.govt.nz; brendan.boyle001@msd.govt.nz
Cc: Arlene.White@ird.govt.nz; ruth.bound002@msd.govt.nz; Iona Holsted; Claire Douglas; 

Deirdre Marshall; Tim Fowler
Subject: Fees Free - letter to Minister Hipkins from Universities NZ
Attachments: Letter Hon Chris Hipkins re Free fees implementation 9.11.2017.pdf

Good morning Naomi and Brendan 
 
Please see attached for your information a letter from Universities New Zealand to Minister Hipkins. Iona requested 
that this be shared with you. 
 
Following discussion with Minister Hipkins, in Tim Fowler’s absence overseas, Iona will manage this 
relationship.  She will contact Stuart McCutcheon, Chair of Universities New Zealand, to discuss their concerns.   
 
Sincerely 
 
BK 
 

Brendan Kelly 

Deputy Chief Executive Information / Chief Information Officer	

 

DDI 04 462‐5801 
E Brendan.kelly@tec.govt.nz 
PO Box 27‐048, Wellington 6141  New Zealand 
www.tec.govt.nz 

This email is only intended to be read by the named recipient.  It may contain information which is confidential, proprietary or the subject of legal 

privilege.  If you are not the intended recipient you must delete this email and may not use any information contained in it.  Legal privilege is not waived 

because you have read this email. 
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New Zealand Vice-Chancellors’ Committee | Level 9, 142 Lambton Quay | PO Box 11915 | Wellington 6142 | New Zealand 

T 64 4 381 8500 | F 64 4 381 8501 | W www.universitiesnz.ac.nz 

 

9 November 2017 

 

Hon. Chris Hipkins 

Minister of Education 

Parliament Buildings 

Wellington 

 

Via email: c.hipkins@ministers.govt.nz 

 

Dear Minister 

 

Fees-free tertiary study 

 

Summary: Vice-Chancellors are unanimously of the view that the fees-free tertiary 

study policy should be enacted via the current Student Loan Scheme,  i.e. institutions 

would charge students fees as they do now, the students would put those fees on their 

loans, the government would determine which students were eligible for the fees-free 

arrangement and write-off that component of the loans for eligible students. We ask you 

to note that in our view any other arrangement is unworkable and likely to disadvantage 

students. 

 

Discussions have been held recently with representatives from the Ministry of Education 

and Tertiary Education Commission and with staff in the universities about the 

implementation of the Government’s fees-free policy. University representatives have 

also been involved in subsequent discussions, including a joint meeting that also 

involved representatives from StudyLink and non-University tertiary education providers. 

 

The Vice-Chancellors understand from these discussions that decisions will be taken 

shortly on the policy s implementation and thought that it would be helpful to set out our 

views.  

 

The Vice-Chancellors are unanimously of the view that the Student Loan Scheme should 

form the basis for implementation of the new fees-free policy. Currently, most students 

finance their studies with support from StudyLink, with the Student Loan Scheme being 

the common means by which they pay fees.  The system by which students apply for 

support via StudyLink is well established and efficient, and the manner in which fees 

then flow to the universities (and are adjusted as students change course, etc) is also 

quite seamless from both the student and institutional perspective. We also understand 

that this view is shared by other providers in the tertiary education sector. 

 

We are concerned to ensure that the implementation of this policy does not introduce 

complicated procedures and extra financial burdens, for both the government and 

tertiary institutions, and that it is readily understood by students.  A simple arrangement 

utilising an established agency – StudyLink – and integration with an existing form of 

student support – loans -  minimises risk and ensures a better-quality student 

experience. The single point of contact provided by StudyLink is in our view the best way 
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to ensure that students receive consistent advice and treatment as this major new policy 

is implemented at short notice. The system could operate as it does now except that 

government would determine which students were eligible for free fees and write off that 

component of their loans. The same arrangement, other than the write-off, would then 

apply to subsequent years of their study and to students who were not eligible for the 

write-off. 

 

Provider institutions do not have access to students’ full tertiary or secondary records 

needed to verify a student’s claim for fees-free eligibility.  Government agencies do have 

access to that information and are able to rapidly verify eligibility, as a result of which 

they alone are equipped to make such decisions. 

 

I understand that an alternate, potentially more complex, option for implementation has 

been put forward.  The alternate option, as put forward by officials, places the 

assessment of students’ eligibility for free-fees with institutions. This would present a 

considerable risk for students and institutions, and is in our view unworkable. 

Institutions would not be able to implement the eligibility assessment and subsequent 

processes without making system changes, something that at this point in the 2018 

enrolment cycle is not possible.  For students, there would be a high risk of institutional 

decisions being inconsistent and disadvantaging those the policy is intended to assist.  

Furthermore, for reasons we have explained in the BIM, we are not in a position to 

assume additional costs on behalf of Government 

 

I appreciate the level of consultation undertaken to date by the Government agencies. I 

would like to emphasise the importance of implementing this policy in a way that 

minimises risks and costs to students, institutions and the Crown. 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stuart McCutcheon 

Chair, Universities New Zealand 
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Vice-Chancellor’s Office 
 
Professor Stuart N. McCutcheon PhD 
Vice-Chancellor 
 
 
27 November 2017 

The ClockTower  
22 Princes Street 
Auckland, New Zealand 
T +64 9 367 7196 
E s.mccutcheon@auckland.ac.nz 
W auckland.ac.nz    
The University of Auckland  
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

 

Hon. Chris Hipkins  
Minister of Education  
Parliament Buildings  
Wellington  
 
Via email: c.hipkins@ministers.govt.nz  
 
 
Dear Minister  
 
Fees-free tertiary study 
 
Thank you for your telephone call last Friday and the opportunity to discuss with you the three 
proposals for funding Fee-free tert ary study.  I thought that it would be helpful if I set out the 
key points of our discussion and highlighted the particular issues that I have been made aware of 
through the University staff involved in the discussions with the Government agencies.   
 
The Vice-Chancellors are clearly of the view that the government agencies must be responsible 
for ascertaining and confirming individual student eligibility for Fees-free tertiary study.  We have 
considered the options and have re-affirmed our view that the only viable option for funding 
Fees-free tertiary study, is via StudyLink.   
 
Using StudyLink as the agency to pay institutions will be the most effective for students, have the 
least impact on tertiary institutions and involve the lowest risk to government.  From a TEI view 
this option will allow existing channels to be used.  For 80% of Auckland’s first year students who 
indicate that they have applied to StudyLink, there would be no difference to their current 
application and enrolment processes.  Our information also indicates that Māori and Pacific 
students do not find StudyLink a barrier and have a higher rate of application (89% and 87% 
respectively) than the overall rate.   
 
We have heard that there are software issues associated with using StudyLink as the system for 
paying fees to institutions and concerns about the association with Loans.  We find it difficult to 
believe that it is not possible for StudyLink to set up a Fee-free process loosely based on existing 
processes that is not bound by the standard thresholds. 
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Our preference for the StudyLink option extends to its auditability.  Retaining the information 
about student eligibility and funding of Fee-free study between StudyLink and TEC will allow the 
TEC to use its data-matching capabilities to understand individuals’ eligibility and to understand 
the Crown liability without involving TEIs. 
 
The two options that involve the Tertiary Education Commission paying institutions in advance or 
once enrolments have been finalised will require institutions to undertake reconciliation processes 
that will in turn mean that information will need to be held on the eligibility for Fee-f ee study of 
each student at the level of the student course enrolment.  It is only if eligibility information is 
held at this level that will we be able to account for the funding we have received and understand 
the funding we can expect on an on-going basis and for audit purposes.  To require a lower level 
of reconciliation will put the Crown at risk.  The system changes required to achieve this are 
simply not able to be made in time to implement the policy in 2018.   
 
Either of the options for payment through the TEC would require each TEI to undertake significant 
additional work for both the reconciliation processes and to undertake the regular reporting to 
TEC necessary for Treasury to understand the Crown’s financial liability.   
 
The option of the Tertiary Education Commission paying fees after enrolments are complete, is 
not tenable.  It would have a negative impact on institutions’ cash flow and I understand that 
such a mechanism has the potential to increase the financial risk for institutions and, as a result 
the Crown. Several institutions would be placed in severe financial difficulty as a result of the 
changed cash flow and its impact on interest received and expected debt repayments.  It would 
also require a constant flow of information between the TEC and each institution as enrolments 
are finalised throughout the year.   
 
As application and enrolment process ng for 2018 first-year students is already well underway in 
the university sector I appreciate your efforts to consult with the sector and to ensure we get an 
early decision.  However, since approximately 90% of our first year applications will have been 
made by 1 December we consider that the only viable option for students, institutions and the 
Crown is to use StudyLink to manage the relationships and funding to students and institutions, 
while TEC establishes and maintains the eligibility criteria and monitoring through a combination 
of existing data sources and an additional set of data from StudyLink.  To ask institutions to set 
up the information systems to meet monitoring and ongoing reconciliation at this time is 
untenable. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
Stuart McCutcheon 
Vice-Chancellor 
 
 
c.c.  Tim Fowler, Chief Executive, Tertiary Education Commission 
 Iona Holsted, Chief Executive, Ministry of Education 
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