Submission to the Australian
Universities Accord Panel

Executive Summary

Australia's higher education system is at a transformative phase, necessitating innovative
solutions that reflect our diverse population. This submission proposes the introduction of a
Sharia-compliant student finance mechanism, inspired by the UK's "Alternative Student
Finance" system, to cater to the growing Muslim demographic in Australia. Implementing
such a system emphasizes Australia's commitment to inclusivity, has the potential to
increase university enrolment rates, and positions Australia as a global leader in
educational inclusivity.

Introduction

[ am writing to offer feedback and insights on the ongoing review of Australia's higher
education system, emphasizing the importance of financial systems that respect and
accommodate the diverse cultural and religious beliefs of all students.

Context & Importance

The 2021 Census highlighted a significant demographic shift, with Islam now constituting
3.2% of the Australian population. This demographic often faces challenges accessing
traditional student loans due to Islamic teachings against interest-based transactions,
mirroring challenges observed in the UK.

Reflection on the Interim Report

The Interim Report offers comprehensive insights into Australia's higher education
landscape. However, it's essential to address the financial challenges certain religious
groups face, emphasizing the need for an inclusive financial framework in line with global
practices, such as the UK's "Alternative Student Finance" system.



Learning from Global Practices: The UK's Model

The UK's Department for Education introduced a Sharia-compliant "Alternative Student
Finance" system using the Islamic finance principle of Takaful. This system ensures that:
- Financing is devoid of interest payments.

- Repayments contribute to a mutual fund, ensuring sustainability.

- Students neither face detriment nor undue advantage.

Benefits & Implications for Australia

Adopting a similar system in Australia would:

- Reiterate our commitment to inclusivity and recognition of Australia's diverse population.
- Boost university enrolment rates among the Muslim community, bringing broader societal
benefits.

- Elevate Australia's global educational reputation, showcasing adaptability and
inclusiveness.

Recommendations & Way Forward

To implement such a system effectively, it's recommended to:

- Collaborate with Islamic finance experts to understand Sharia-compliant finance nuances.
- Engage the Muslim community for feedback and to assess demand.

- Trial the program in select universities to gauge feasibility and reception.

- Track religious diversity metrics, monitor enrolment rates, and establish feedback
mechanisms for continuous improvement.



Conclusion

The proposal for an alternative student finance system isn't just about
financial inclusivity; it's about building a more cohesive, diverse, and
forward-thinking Australia. By ensuring that every student, irrespective of
their religious or ethical beliefs, has an equal shot at higher education,
we're paving the way for a brighter, more inclusive future. We urge the
panel to give this proposal the utmost consideration and look forward to
collaborative efforts in making this vision a reality.

**Conclusion and Call to Action**:

Higher education is transformative, and financial constraints arising from religious beliefs
shouldn't bar any student. By considering an alternative student finance system, Australia
can promote equal opportunities for its diverse student population.

Reference:

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/alternative-student-finance /alternative-
student-finance
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