VSM Submission Guide
Introduction

Roger Douglas has a bill before Parliament that would impose Voluntary Student Membership (VSM) on campuses across New Zealand, devastating your student services and silencing your student voice.  The Government is currently accepting submissions on the proposals.  Submissions close March 31.


At present, when students enrol at most tertiary institutions they pay a students’ association levy that goes towards services like advocacy, welfare services, events like Orientation and support for clubs and sport. They also become members of their students' association, the democratic organisation run by students for students that controls how that money is spent. Students can currently opt-out of membership and their association.

VSM has devastated associations like OPSA in Australia. We need your help to save OPSA and the services it provides for students. The Government is currently accepting submissions on the proposals. Submissions close March 31.

On the following pages is a template to help you make a submission to the Select Committee. You are free to make any recommendations you like; eg drop the entire proposal, or to modify it to a more acceptable form that addresses your concerns.
Further information and research including the Australian Government’s report into the effects of VSM, and a comprehensive impact report on students’ sporting and recreation by ACUMA, are available from the OPSA office or downloadable from www.opsa.org.nz/SOV.php
Return your submission by Wednesday 31 March, to:

Education and Science Committee

Parliament Buildings

Wellington

The committee requires 2 copies of each submission if made in writing. 

On-line submission: Alternately you can make a submission on-line at  www.parliament.nz/en-NZ/PB/SC/MakeSub (Education Amendment Bill).
Personal information: Those wishing to include any information of a private or personal nature in a submission should first discuss this with the clerk of the committee, as submissions are usually released to the public by the committee. 

Speak to your submission: Those wishing to appear before the committee to speak to their submissions should state this clearly and provide a daytime telephone contact number.
Background 

Voluntary Student Membership (VSM) was proposed in New Zealand by National’s Michael Laws in the early-1990s to change all associations from “compulsory” (opt-out) membership to voluntary membership. This failed, but was reintroduced later by Tony Steel. The eventual outcome was legislation where each campus could choose between voluntary membership or “compulsory” (opt-out) membership. 
All campuses were required to hold referenda, and all large campuses except Auckland and Waikato Universities chose “compulsory”. However, Waikato (which had experimented with voluntary membership before the government required referenda) also changed back to compulsory soon after. Auckland changed to voluntary status by a margin of around 100 votes (out of a total of 10,000 votes).
Currently, other than Auckland University, all main campuses with students’ associations are “compulsory”, and have the choice to change to voluntary via a student referendum. There have been no student-requested referenda to change to voluntary. While individuals at “compulsory” campuses are quite easily able to opt-out of membership on conscientious grounds, very few choose to. 
Proposed Changes
The proposed Bill differs strongly from the current situation because it forces all associations’ membership to become opt-in rather than the current opt-out system.
It also differs significantly from previous VSM proposals in that it also forbids tertiary institutions from funding their students’ associations. This is essentially the same as legislation introduced in Australia in 2005, known as “full-blown” VSM.
Submission Summary

Otago Polytechnic students voted overwhelmingly in support of universal membership in1999, and active broad sampling of the current student body still shows overwhelming support for the current universal system.

Students prefer the existing system to ensure that what they perceive as vital services, such as independent advocacy, representation and student support, remain available. 
Most students understand that with opt-in membership as proposed in the Bill OPSA would ultimately likely need to wind-up, and Otago Polytechnic would not be able to provide these vital student services without additional cost to the students.

Therefore what this Bill will achieve for students is compromised advocacy, little to no representation, higher fees from the Polytechnic, less control over the way their money is spent, and fewer services. What do students ‘gain’ in return? They will no longer be a member of an association by default. However, students can presently conscientiously object to membership, so in reality they gain nothing.
Recommendation
OPSA requests that the Select Committee reject this Bill as an unnecessary and largely unwanted piece of legislation which has no genuine benefits for students or tertiary institutions.

I   do   /   do not   wish to address the Committee orally.

OPSA

OPSA is the students’ association for all Otago Polytechnic students. OPSA runs a number of key services such as advocacy, ID cards, advice, information and support, a shop for students supplying such services as cheap phone-cards and DCC rubbish-bags, grants, emergency assistance, events, and buys collective access to wider services. Examples of these wider services are the UNIPOL gym, access to the Otago University Students’ Association’s Clubs and Societies Centre, and Student Job Search.  

To run its operations OPSA employs 2 near full-time employees (32 hours), and several part-time employees (10 hours). The president is paid and can be either part or full-time, and the elected executive comprises unpaid volunteers.

OPSA has no significant assets other than its 20% share holding in the UNIPOL recreation centre. OPSA does not even own a stake the building in which its own offices are sited. 

Effect on OPSA

Based on the average the percentage of membership revenue retained under VSU in Australia according to the Australian Government report into the effects of VSU
 , VSM would likely cut OPSA’s income by around 98%. 
However as, the levy currently charged would have to be lowered to account for the drop in services such a drop in income could provide. Most associations in Australia that tried to operate on a significantly lower membership levy (eg AU$20) found this simply further decreased income resulting in a rapid downward spiral.
VSM’s loss of income has forced many Australian associations to dissolve.  These are typically those associations which, much like OPSA, have no significant asset base or commercial opportunities which would enable them to provide their services at a reduced per-student levy, or who are smaller and more regional and hence provide a similar range of services to those of larger campuses but to a smaller population base. There is no logical reason to think anything different would happen to OPSA if this Bill is implemented.
OPSA has focused its resources on services to students rather than on revenue gathering investments. It does not operate any significant services that could be run on a ‘cost recovery’ or ‘for profit’ basis in order to subsidise important but unprofitable activities such as advocacy and representation. 
In the short term OPSA could potentially sell its only asset, UNIPOL, and use this as income to pay rent, wages and costs to run limited services for around eight years. But this is not sustainable and does not offer a long-term strategy for OPSA. 

After this OPSA would have to make any remaining staff redundant, cut services that have direct costs, and struggle to pay its rent, let alone run key services.

This would be detrimental to students. Students would lose vital services such as advocacy and recreation and the costs of running those services Otago Polytechnic does choose to pick up will be passed on to either students or the tax-payer. 
Effect on Dunedin
Australian national student president, David Barrow noted that a high proportion of Otago University students came from outside Otago, and they were partly attracted by the quality of student life at Otago, including student sports and culture. 

The worst effects of VSM in Australia had been in secondary population centres, which should concern Dunedin civic leaders and members of Parliament, he said 

The Dunedin economy could be harmed if the Otago University campus became less attractive to out-of-town students, he warned. 

Value of students’ associations
Critics of the current opt-out membership system who instead favour opt-in voluntary claim that if students’ associations were so good most students would join anyway and the services would not be lost. For the reasons outlined below this is not the case, and the implementation of VSM in Australia has demonstrably shown this; many services have been lost and many associations dissolved. 

Further, while large associations may be able to survive off their assets for some time (albeit in a reduced form), many smaller association have no such assets to either sell or make money from. 
Some supporters of VSM see students’ associations as simply being involved with extracurricular activities. Yet associations are an essential and acknowledged part of an institution and all students benefit from their existence, offering many services directly education related; eg advocacy, representation, and support. 
Students’ associations give value to campuses by enhancing the lives of students and contributing to the character of many campuses. 
Advocacy

OPSA is the core advocate for students at Otago Polytechnic. Advocacy services are important; they help students engage with the Polytechnic to resolve academic and other issues. This contributes to better retention and great student and staff satisfaction rates.
It is well publicised (by the Polytechnic itself in addition to the Association) and is generally known that OPSA are the people to see if you have issues. OPSA provides advocacy services for students on institutional matters (some examples of these are harassment cases, enrolment issues, accusations of plagiarism, complaints), and on external matters that impact on student welfare (this includes but is not limited to tenancy advice, International student support, Student Job Search services).
Meeting students’ recreational needs
OPSA runs a range of social events where the emphasis is on reducing student isolation. Most of OPSA’s events do not involve alcohol; their focus is on organising events inclusive of as many groups on campus as possible. For example, events that are inclusive of mature students are organised, and international student are a feature of the event calendar (eg an annual international food festival). Competitions such as the staff versus students soccer match are organised, in addition to social sports teams offered through OPSA’s share in UNIPOL. During Orientation, OPSA offers lunchtime rather than evening events with an emphasis on inclusiveness and fun, and mostly runs these events itself.
In its social and recreational activities, OPSA acknowledges the diversity of its students and recognises that study can be stressful and all students have a right to participate in recreational activities and socialise with other students.

All of these activities take a great deal of organisation and even the lowest-level activities – such as a lunchtime barbecue – come at a cost. In a VSM environment, OPSA’s capacity to provide students with opportunities for relaxation and recreation will be diminished. The result of this for students will be an increase in isolation and little on-campus relief from the stresses of study.
Information and advice
Students associations offer considerable general advice and guidance, most students associations generally all produced comprehensive handbook-dairies which are a mixture of how-to-survive-tertiary-education advice, a guide to services, how things at the institution work, and resources available. These are written from a student perspective and answer questions that students want and need to know. 
Having a student population with a good knowledge of what help is available leads to a higher rate of retention. Campuses without such material often find they have students not knowing about even their most basic services well into their course.

Such information is especially needed at polytechnics where the average student is not as familiar with tertiary education services as student at other campuses might be.

Supporting international students

Most students’ associations are key at supporting international students (essentially because there are few other groups have any interest in international students’ needs). Most notable is the large number of country-based cultural clubs fostered and funded by associations on most campuses. 

Some of students’ OPSA levy goes to OUSA Clubs and Societies Centre which allows access for OP’s international students to join the many student cultural clubs as well as access to the Centre itself.  These cultural clubs provide a large amount of support to international students simply social interaction, as well as direct support like advice on living in New Zealand, and representing the needs of international students.
The representative Australian organisation for international students, the National Liaison Committee for International Students in Australia, conducted a survey in 2006 on the impact of VSM. The main finding was that many overseas students’ associations ceased to exist or were unable to complete the survey due to lack of resources or active students post VSM, and these funding changes have impacted negatively on overseas student associations’ ability to run events, projects and communicate to and represent overseas students.
Social events
Most students’ associations run social events. Research has shown that the first six weeks of a first year students' academic year are the most crucial in relation to student retention, and students' associations do a large part to help facilitate a positive environment. Events such as Orientation are thus crucial aspects of the tertiary education experience and serve to induct many students into the campus community and onto educational success.

Pirate events

It should also be kept in mind that associations generally run social events with a high degree of responsibility. Larger associations employ professional event managers and have high standards of anti-harassment, get home safe services, etc. 

While no amount of professionally run events can 100% guarantee that things will run smoothly, the loss of association-organised orientations and events will see an increase in amateur or irresponsible organised events by largely unaccountable people – like the “Undie 500” – and by local bars promoting cheap alcohol events.

Student input in decision-making

Most institutions greatly value informed and quality student input into decision-making. Without strong student infrastructure, quality input from students would not generally be possible.  For example, often research or wider student opinion is needed; this could not be achieved by a single student sitting on a committee, but requires a network and resources behind them to provide quality input.

OPSA is constantly in active dialogue with its members though the class rep network, constant student input, and actively talking to students. OPSA often discusses proposed changes of policy and practices in the Polytechnic with its membership to best gain a view of its effects on students.
Class reps & committees
Without a students’ association no one is motivated to develop and sustain an effective class rep system. 
OPSA sits on at least 23 OP committees and frequently engages it membership directly and has staff to perform research to give quality feedback in these committees.
Sporting 

Part of students’ levies goes towards UNIPOL recreation centre than offers students a free access gymnasium, social sports and free or low costs fitness courses.

OPSA awards annual sporting blues awards for sporting excellence, and helps subsidise select athletes to national events.
Student support

There are numerous support services associations run for students. There range from professional advocacy services, to academic assistance (eg study and essay workshops), campaigns (eg black-cross, don’t sign a lease unless…), information (eg anti-calendar, etc) to advice (safe-sex handbooks, flatting guides, international student guide to live in NZ, budget advice), or second-hand book exchanges.
In addition to advocacy and representation discussed above, OPSA manages a range of student support services including, class grants, hardship grants, food vouchers, budget advice, linking to other agencies, accommodation information, and special grants (eg assisting with travel to a sports event). OPSA visits almost every class at the start of the year making students aware of what support is available, and setting up the class rep system.

Most of these services cannot be self-funding and would most likely be lost under VSM; peer support would be virtually non-existent.
Independent watchdogs
Associations not only assist individual students defend their rights, but associations are vigilant to the erosion of these rights; eg at most campuses all policy decisions are looked over by student representatives. These representatives are part of a team and are resourced to give quality input to decisions.  
Student rights architects 

Associations are indeed instrumental in the very creation of many of these rights. This largely cannot be done effectively without a reasonably resourced association.  

Instigators of student services
Many of the current student services offered by institutions were instigated, and often set-up by, students’ associations when institutions had little or no interest or resources for creating such things. Some examples include student ID cards, professional student advocates, lost property, anti-harassment policy, and recreation facilities. 
Without well resourced and financially stable students’ associations, the equivalent services of the future will be extremely unlikely to be developed or funded. 
Arguments against changing the current legislation:

Proposed Bill is unnecessary

There is no groundswell of students who feel they need liberated from the restraints of compulsory membership. 

When the Government-enforced referenda were held in 1999, Otago Polytechnic students voted in the vast majority in favour of retaining universal membership. There have been no attempts to hold a referendum at Otago Polytechnic since. Active broad sampling of the 2009 & 2010 student body still shows overwhelming support for the current universal system.

The very vast majority of students are happy with the current legislation which allows them to be members of an effective students’ association and receive services and benefits as such, whilst allowing them opt-out if they do object to being members. OPSA has not had a single member apply to opt-out of membership in the last 15 or more years, despite publishing the availability of objection in the first few pages of its handbook diary and website.
Typically most associations have about 4 or 5 enquiries per year, very few of which become applications for objection. Massey Extramural has the highest number of membership exemptions with around 12 per year. Of the larger university campuses Victoria has about 4 to 6 conscientious objections per year, while all other large campuses have an average of less than 1 per year, most have none. Of the smaller campuses a couple have about 1 or 2 per year, while the majority have none.

Associations have different processes of accepting conscientious objection applications; some associations grant every application, while others ask that there is a genuine reason for objection (eg religious, political etc). One association has delegated its power to hear and grant objections to its institution. In all cases it is rare an application would be refused.

Looking at those numbers it is perhaps interesting to note that not even student members of the parties supporting this bill seem to be concerned enough by being “compelled” to be members that they have even applied to opt-out. 

If there are aspects of the current legislation that need altered or refined, these can be done without implementing this “full-blown” version of VSM, or even opt-in membership; eg if the objectiveness of associations hearing applications to withdraw from membership is a concern, that decision could be transferred to institutions.

Loss of advocacy

Associations like OPSA will not be able to adequately run advocacy services without collective funding. The options are to either run advocacy as user-pays service or for the Polytechnic to take it over. Both of these solutions are seriously flawed.  

Advocacy needs to be open-door and without financial barriers. Assisting a student needing help cannot be based on the financial ability of that student. User pays advocacy funding is similar to asking a crime victim to pay the police before the will help. Services like advocacy can only work if collectively funded.

Submissions to the Australian Government reported that some advocacy services were being funded by fee-for-service arrangements, and that many students could not afford to pay to use these services. 
Alternately universities were now funding advocacy services through specific grants to student organisations (to deliver the service), or via in-house or contracted providers.

Where the institution is responsible for advocacy this means the advocacy service is can never be fully independent to the institution and is compromised. Advocacy staff employed by an institution and even external contractors will always be potentially under the influence of that institution. Students’ associations are independent of the institution’s management and are free to defend students without fear.  

Increased complaints costs
David Noble, manager of Southern Cross University’s VSU transition project warns that a loss of association advocacy roles may see an exponential escalation in vexatious complaints to university management
. He found a large number of niggles and minor complaints are handled at students associations’ offices. However, approximately 80% of student niggles and minor complaints are resolved by the association’s staff and executive, with only one-in-five issues making it to complaint status with University staff. 
The on-the-spot resolutions ratio at OPSA would be a similar rate. Loss of OPSA as a filter for such complaints would lead to either a greater demand on Polytechnic staff, or a great number of disgruntled students.
Noble calculated this in terms of cost to Southern Cross University in staff hours and found the cost of complaints pre-VSU was $29,367, and calculated that without an association these could potentially increase of $146,835.

Representation

This Bill would in effect have the result, intentional or not, of removing the voice and organisation of students. Present structures which allow effective lobbying and a united approach will be undermined by a lack of resources to challenge, critique, and advise on the short and long term effect of decisions on students. While the effects of this in the short term may appear minimal, eventually decisions made at a campus, local and national level without student input will slowly begin to represent only a limited perspective. 
Alienation from these structures will result in a one-sided approach-which will eventually lead to a decline in the quality of the Polytechnic and the responsiveness of the administration to deal with the concerns of students.

United approach

The existence of an effective students’ association gives an institution a single democratic entity to represent students. Without such, institutions may be faced with differing factional sides giving no clear direction of actual student opinion.

Cost to pick up services

Australian tax-payers have had to pay over $100M to implement VSM
. This cash was injected into institutions by government to essentially take over services that students’ associations could no longer afford to run. The 2008 Australia Government report
 into the effects of VSM found that it has also caused institutions to direct their own funds to providing student services.
There is no reason to think that the same thing will not happen here, albeit on a smaller but still significant scale. Institutions will have fund additional services, and in some cases purchase assets from associations. 
This can only mostly come from either increased funding from central government, or from fee increases. Neither of which is desirable simply to change control of services from students to institutions.

Cost students more in return for less
Australia has demonstrated that voluntary membership leads to students paying higher student services levies, and receive less services:

Why are associations cheaper at running services?
There are two main reasons students’ associations run student services cheaper than institutions: 
1. Students’ associations use a lot of volunteer or contra labour, eg for sports coaching and management, for events staffing, for student advocates, clubs activities, and some even for their daily office services.  Institutions will not be able to capitalise to the same extent on the goodwill of student volunteers and staff.
2. Students set the association levy and budget line items and things simply have to be done to that budget.  If a student executive must run service X with only Y dollars, it simply has to think of ways it can do the job. But if an institution has to run X service with only Y dollars, often the only solution available is to simply increase service fees or cut the service.

Indirect and forgotten benefits 

Students’ associations funding should be universal because all students get a benefit from a students' association, whether they use all the direct services, or simply enjoy the indirect benefits. This is the reason service levies should be compulsory.
The indirect benefits are often difficult to determine, but an obvious one to students is that tertiary fees are lower than they would have been without students' association opposition to increases – this alone saves students more each year than they pay in association levies. An obvious benefit to graduates is that interest free on loans is a result of 10 years of campaigning by associations and also saves many graduates much more than they ever paid in association levies. 
While many of the Committee may not support these particular aims, it has to be admitted that they are examples of indirect benefits for members that would not have happened without sustained pressure from associations.
And then there is a raft of forgotten historical benefits that have been won by students’ associations over the years that we take for granted today. These indirect benefits range from bigger issues like fighting rules against mixed-gender flatting, or the creation of institutional anti-harassment practices; to smaller things like clocks or hot-water on campuses.

Collective benefit and delivery

Some services can only be delivered collectively:
Student discounts are an obvious example of a service they can only be delivered collectively: Associations seek, negotiate and promote various student discounts and all students get access to student discounts irrespective of being a member or not.

Some services can only be of collective benefit:

An obvious example is if the association negotiates a set number of exam-free hours between exams or blind-marking policy, all students will receive this benefit irrespective of being a member or not.
The current opt-out membership is the only way these services can be collectively funded whilst allowing an individual the ability opt-out of membership. 

Levy

Under the proposed Bill students won’t have the choice to add their association levy to their student loan anymore because it’s not compulsory.  While some may believe the state shouldn’t be loaning money to students to join associations, associations are an important part of tertiary learning and as such an association levy should indeed be able to be added to a student loan as a legitimate cost.
Services levies

Essentially institutions will be in a position where they will have to add what was essentially the association levy to their own services fee so it can be collected compulsorily to fund services. 
This will lead to reduced services at a higher cost (as it largely has in Australia), and no student control for setting the fee, or choosing how it is spent. Institutions themselves here largely admit this, and many likely do not want to have to unnecessarily pick up and fund such services.
Choice

Australia’s experience shows that in reality VSM generally removes choice rather than creating it. 

Currently students here have the choice to be a member of an association or not. But they do not have the choice to pay a levy or not; members must pay a levy to the association, non-members must pay the equivalent to a charity. Students get to set the level of the association levy.

Under VSM, students will still have the choice to join or not (assuming their association survives). But they not have the choice not to pay the equivalent of a levy to the institution. Further, this levy typically gives less choice of services, students have no input on what those services are or how they are run, or even how much the levy is set at.

At some campuses students will not have the choice to join an association because they have closed down as VSM has caused many Australian associations to.
Representation

This Bill will have the effect of either destroying associations, or reducing them to essentially factional social clubs. Such a move by Government will remove an effective voice of students on a campus, local, and national level, which will inhibit institutions from functioning effectively.

Representation is not a marketable commodity when attempting to gain members.

As representation is a benefit which is spread to all students this Bill would result in either people either becoming freeloaders, or in associations neglecting this essential element of students’ association work in favour of the use of members’ levies on excludable services.

Further, this bill is flawed in that it does not attempt to define how students are to be adequately represented in institutions if associations fail. 

Why should students pay for services they don’t use? 

Critics of universal membership ask why students should pay for services they do not use. 
Not all students like to exercise in student gyms. Not all students will have issues with flatmates or landlords. Not all students will agree with the stance associations may have been directed by those attending their formal meetings to hold.
But the same could apply in many contexts in which levies, rates or additional fees are charged. Students pay service fees to tertiary institutions with no control over how they are used – a welfare levy, for example, even though most students will not get sick and need this service. 

The fact is that students will still pay for whatever services a tertiary institution will agree to take over (remembering that the Bill does not permit an institution to subsidise student associations’ provision of services). The cost is merely being charged by another body. And students have no say over how the service is offered. 

Students’ associations use their levies for the benefit of all students. Where students claim not to use any of the services or benefits an association provides, it has been found that this is most usually because they are unaware that those services or benefits they do enjoy are provided by their students’ association. This includes intangible gains made for all students by associations within tertiary institution’s decision making structures.

The value of services to all students is greater than the inconvenience to the minority who do not use any services. Student associations, like all service providers, need a guaranteed level of income in order to retain a guaranteed level of service.

Asset appropriation  
This legislation will have another effect; because it prevents institutions from subsidising associations to provide services, many associations will be forced to hand over their assets to institutions to run. Institutions will then need to collect extra fees from students or funding from the state to run these services. This is largely what has happened in Australia. 
In effect this is the shifting of assets and services (and the responsibility to run them) from private organisations to state-owned institutions. 
Inefficient

VSM will force associations to move their primary focus and objectives away from the provision of services to the raising of income. This was a widely reported effect in Australia Government report.
This shift in focus moves an emphasis to promotions and marketing and resources are moved from the core business of service provision to accomplish this. The strength of an association is its ability to utilise a limited pool of income for the maximum outcome for its members, through the provision of services. Where that income must be shifted to marketing and promotions, the services being marketed will inevitably suffer.

Political football

The Opposition has spoken against this Bill. However, while in Government they did nothing to change the previous National lead Government’s VSM legislation where campuses can choose between opt-in and opt-out membership. 

This has left us with a compromise that both main parties can live with, and that works for students. Indeed a similar model has become a compromise in the UK.

To move away from this compromise position will potentially lead to students’ association membership becoming a political football between voluntary and compulsory membership as Governments change.

In the long term any such swinging will have the same much the same effect as VSM in weakening associations and making it very difficult to plan and manage operations. But it will also make it more costly to join an association as associations try to rebuild between each period of voluntary. This does nothing but disadvantage the people this Bill aims to serve.

Arguments against the ‘full-blown’ nature of the Bill:

The full-blown nature of VSM in Australia has been so devastating on associations and students that the Higher Education Legislation Amendment (Student Services and Amenities, and Other Measures) Bill has since been introduced to allow institutions to charge an additional student services and amenities fee. This fee is to be caped at $AUS250 per annum and is to fund those amenities and services students’ associations would normally have provided. 
This fee can be added to students’ student loans.  Unlike the full-blown VSM as wanted by Roger Douglas in his Bill, the Australian Bill allows institutions to contract services from students’ associations (or, at least, to spend on services in consultation with students). The Bill does come with controls over what students’ associations can do with this funding – for example it cannot be used for direct financial support or advocacy on behalf of a political party or candidate for election.  
Essentially, the Australian Bill means levies will be collected in largely the same way as is currently the case now in New Zealand: they are compulsorily collected from all students by institutions - but with the limit set by government instead of by students, and allowing institutions not students to prioritise for what it can be spent. 
Another problem with the proposed Bill not allowing institutions to levy on behalf of associations is that assets that are owned and operated jointly by associations and institutions will have great issues where the institution can make its operational contribution via a mandatory fee, but associations cannot. This will in many cases force the sales of such assets to institutions.

Claims by VSM supporters
Intention of the Bill

In its introduction this bill claims that it “does not seek to damage or limit students associations…”. 
Given that the Australian experience of the same legislation has resulted in greatly damaged and limited students’ associations, and considering that there is no demand from students to be freed from the restraints of “compulsory” membership, there can be no other conclusion other than this Bill will indeed unnecessarily damage and limit associations.

“Student Associations are the last vestige of compulsory unionism”

Students’ associations are not unions in the sense which is usually attributed to the word when considering trade unions, and importantly the use of compulsory membership by students’ associations is significantly different from that of trade unions.
Trade unions fight for the wages and conditions of the employee, and used the control of its members derived from compulsory membership as a negotiating tool. 

Universal membership of students’ associations is simply used to provide collective benefits, and cannot be used like a compulsory trade union in negotiations; eg a compulsory trade union could affect a strike and use the threat of such in negotiations, but a compulsory students’ association could not make its members refuse to attend lectures or pay fees. 

“You have to ask permission to opt-out.”

This is true. Students cannot simply choose to opt-out; they must apply to the association and ask to opt-out. This is presumably so that there is some check that people opting-out are doing so from a position of genuine conscientious objection. 
Currently these requests are usually considered by the association. These are seldom refused. However, if this is considered a problem by the Committee it can be easily changed within the current legislation so requests are presented to a panel comprising both institution and association representatives (as some associations already do). 

It could also be easily changed so students simply need to inform the association they’ve opted-out rather than making an request. This is a similar practice to some UK associations where membership is opt-out and students simply need to inform their association they object to membership; eg “Full members who shall be each and every Student who has not opted out by notifying King’s College London of his or her wish not to be a member of the Students’ Union.” —King’s College, London.
Students’ “… money is forcibly removed in order to fund the associations they are forced to join.”

This quote is from Roger Douglas on ACT’s website, and is demonstrably untrue. 
Money from students who object to membership does not stay with that students’ association, it is by law donated to a charity. If an individual student objects from membership, not a cent of their levy stays with the association, it is by law given to charity. This practice was established by students’ associations themselves long before it was adopted into law.
“Students are the only group forced to join an association”
Pro-voluntary campaigners claim that students are the only sector of society forced to join an association. This is not true. 
Firstly membership is not by force; it is opt-out rather than opt-in. A student may choose not to be a member. At “compulsory” campuses membership is not actually compulsory in the literal meaning of the word; Compulsory by definition means membership would be mandatory - ie there is no other option.  
But there is another option - students at all “compulsory” campuses can currently opt-out of membership on conscientious grounds, meaning that there is an option not to be a member, and thus membership is not truly compulsory. This was enacted in legislation in the 1990s, and was the procedure at most students’ associations for decades before this.

Rather than abandoning what students themselves don’t consider problematic with a drastic and harmful solution, it will be more useful to simply tidy up or alter the rules around opt-out membership. 

Secondly, there are many associations people must join in order to practice in chosen professions - doctors, chartered accountants, surveyors, and nurses (for example) must all join Associations. It is, then, untrue and mischievous to claim that students are the only group forced to join an association.

“If associations are so amazing everyone will join anyway”

One argument put by opponents of Universal Membership is if associations are so responsive and representative of students’ concerns then why are associations so concerned abut VSM? If they really are doing a good job then they will have similar levels of membership numbers. 
However, this is an unrealistic view of both the realities of today and of human nature in general. If something can be gained for free, as many of OPSA’s services necessarily are, then why pay for it? There are several reasons why membership will decline:

At the beginning of each year students faced with fees, textbooks, fewer holiday jobs and a myriad of other issues bombarding them would in all likelihood regard finding the money to join an association as a low priority. Furthermore, it is not possible for them to borrow from the student loan scheme for voluntary association fees.

This vying for membership will also draw on precious resources which could be better used for student welfare and support, but instead will need to be used on advertising.
The apathy of students will also be a major hurdle. This is not due to dissatisfaction with Students Associations, but rather a symptom of them being taken for granted. Under voluntary membership this complacency will have the consequence of a severe decline in those joining the Association.

“Students’ associations spend money on political campaigns”
Critics argue that associations spend money on political causes that is against the beliefs of members whose money is used. ACT’s website claims the Bill is not aimed at associations because “… they are political organisations which use compulsorily acquired funds to push narrow political agendas.”  This is also wrong.
Most students’ associations are registered incorporated societies and have charitable status and thus cannot and do not endorse or support political candidates or parties. 
Like all charitable organisations students’ associations are subject to the oversight of the Charities Commission and are very aware of their obligations under the Charities Act. Even before the introduction of the relevant Charities Act, offering a particular political party support was not a practice of students’ associations. 
Most students’ associations do however take a stance on issues (such as fee increases, access to allowances). This is non-partisan, and is an important tenet of associations in representing their members.  

It is a primary role of associations to represent the interests of students. In a robust democracy, this includes the right to free speech, to assemble, and to organise. These are the rights this Bill will effectively minimise. 

Some maintain that because there is not unanimity in student opinion that associations should voice no opinion on issues affecting students; this is clearly ridiculous. Effective representation could not exist if every opinion or action needed consensus. There is still that option to leave if a member disagrees with what is being done in their name or with a portion of their money. 
Students’ associations are directed in what opinions to hold in a range of matters by their membership via formal student general meetings. All members are equally able to bring issues they wish to discuss and introduce views they wish the association to hold at such meetings. They are also able to rescind previously held opinions they do not agree with, providing a majority of the membership at such meetings agree with them.
Students’ associations spend money on non-education related campaigns
What does, for example, an anti-homophobia or a Thursdays in Black campaign have to do with education?
Tackling such issues is the role of some elected representatives in students’ associations and are part of the association’s role to enable all students enjoy access to a barrier free education regardless of gender, religion, sexual identity, and so forth. A small amount of the overall pool of funds is used for such campaigns.

There is evidence from Australia that, where Universities have funded service provision from associations, this funding has been affected where the institution does not approve of a particular campaign (in this instance, an anti-homophobia campaign). Representing such a diversity of students does mean that what some students feel will enhance their study experience will not be popular with another group of students. In a democracy, there is space for all voices to be heard. If a majority of students objected to the existence of a particular campaign, the campaign would be discontinued.

Under the current legislation if someone feels they don’t want their money spent on anti-homophobia campaigning they can object to membership and their money is given, by law, to a registered charity. This has been the practice of most students’ associations since well before it was passed into law in the 1990s.
Why can’t objectors’ levies be refunded? 
A student who withdraws from membership may be barred from the direct and controllable services of the association, however they still receive the indirect benefits of the association (see above). Thus to give a refund would create a situation where some students could free-load services (indirect or direct) whist not paying their share. This is unfair on those students who do pay.

Further, this may indeed motivate some to withdraw membership (whilst retaining many of the benefits) simply for some extra cash which would see associations under-funded and greatly reduce their services over a few years (as is largely what has happened in Australia).
“Compulsory membership breaches Freedom of Association”
Critics claim that compulsory membership breaches the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (20 (1)) “Everyone has the right to freedom to peaceful assembly and association” and the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act. 

This is simply incorrect; and represents a deliberate and mischievous misinterpretation of this clause in a way which insults those people for whom the clause is intended – such as in politically repressive countries. 
Claims of breeches of the NZBORA in current legislation has been found by two legal opinions to be spurious and misleading.

Note that no one, not even ACT activists, have ever filed a complaint to the UN about being forced to join a New Zealand students association. Those few people who have considered that joining a students’ association breached their rights have not been compelled to do so; they have opted out as conscientious objectors. It is their enshrined right.
“Poor voter turnout in students’ associations is indicative of a lack of support”

Poor voter turn out is not necessarily indicative of a lack of support; eg voter turn out for school boards is low, but that does not mean that parents do not support schools. 
Low voter simply indicates that many voters don’t care which particular candidates are elected. This is indeed probably true for most students they may not exactly who is looking over Polytechnic policy as long as someone with a vested student interest is. They may not care who is president in any given year, as long as they get free access to the gym.

But they do care when the services and benefits are at risk. 

This is amply demonstrated in the 1999 VSM referendums which typically saw around 80% voter turn out for referenda. This notably more than the typically 20% turn out for association elections and clearly shows that while many students may not care exactly who the annual administrators are, they do indeed care about the association itself.
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