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16 April 2020 

 

 

The Hon. Chris Hipkins 

Minister of Education 

By e-mail attachment  

 

Tēnā koe Minita, 

 

Let me take this opportunity to thank you on behalf of all members of the Tertiary Education 

Union  for the response by you and your colleagues in the Labour-led Coalition Government to 

the COVID-19 crisis. Our members continue to express overwhelming appreciation for the 

leadership and vision the government has shown in this very testing time.  

 

We also congratulate you on the steps you announced last week to support the education of 

early childhood, primary and secondary ākonga. Some of these initiatives will have a positive 

impact for years to come, particularly the efforts being made to bridge the ‘digital divide’ and 

ensure many thousands of tauira gain access to the benefits of internet access and online 

learning. 

 

While there is a nationwide approach for the compulsory sector, there is a need for more 

clarity and co-ordination  in the tertiary education sector.  

 

We ask you to clarify to Tertiary Education Institutions that the various measures the 

Government has taken, through the Tertiary Education Commission, to protect the income of 

institutions through this time of crisis are intended, in their turn, to protect the future of 

courses, and of the jobs and incomes of those who work in institutions.  

 

Measures taken include: Guaranteeing the  Student Achievement Component of funding for 

institutions in line with their investment plan for 2020, without any requirement to meet 

educational performance indicators and refund money for over or under-performance with 

enrolments; Making funds recovered under 2019 performance requirements available to 

support institutions who are struggling in 2020; Dropping the requirement to show a 3% 

surplus in 2020.  

 

We are receiving a number of reports from institutions that course and job cuts are being 

investigated, with institutions citing loss of income from international students and other 



 

 

sources such as the curtailing of research income. One institutional leader has tried to invoke 

the fear of a ‘loss of autonomy’ that is said to be a consequence of failing to realise an 

appropriate surplus.  

 

The jobs affected in the first instance are, of course those of the most vulnerable workers – 

those on fixed term, casual, and hourly paid appointments.  This includes students in many 

cases, particularly in universities. While we understand that institutions will continue to 

manage their finances in the current situation, we believe moving to job cuts at this stage is 

contrary to the express intent of the government and the steps it has taken to protect 

institutional income.  

 

These actions are well out of step with the Governments advice on the unfolding CoVID-19 

situation. That will include changing forecasts of the extent of lockdown conditions at various 

levels of alert. We know there will also be significantly increased domestic demand for tertiary 

education in the future. Only the timing of that increase in demand is uncertain at present. It is 

therefore quite inappropriate and premature for institutions to be planning job cuts in the 

present environment. 

 

Further, we continue to argue to the Tertiary Education Commission that a much greater 

degree of national co-ordination and co-operation amongst Tertiary Education Organisations in 

their response to the present situation will significantly improve outcomes for both ākonga and 

staff. In many areas uneven responses across institutions are quite undesirable and will only 

exacerbate some of the negative aspects of competition between institutions. This is 

particularly the case with health and safety rules for both staff and ākonga as we move to Alert 

Levels 3 and 2. There needs to be consistent best practice adopted across the sector, given that 

everyone faces the same kinds of challenges in keeping staff and learners safe and well. 

 

We are currently working through the CTU and WorkSafe to ensure the development of 

consistent health and safety rules, and appreciate any support you can give to ensure a co-

ordinated  approach is put in place for the tertiary sector. 

 

In summary, we would be grateful for any clarification you can provide to tertiary institutions 

around your expectations regarding stabilised funding and continued employment – and for 

any support you can provide for a nationally co-ordinated approach to the future challenges 

presented by COVID-19, including the passage back from full-lockdown to more normal 

conditions for teaching and learning.  

 

 

 



 

 

Nāku noa, nā 

 

Michael Gilchrist, 

National President, TEU 


