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National Student Ombudsman Cost Recovery Consultation

Dear Mr Nordstrom,

Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on the National Student Ombudsman’s (NSO) draft
Cost Recovery Implementation Statement (CRIS). We appreciate the Department of Education’s (the
Department) consultation with the sector to date, and its commitment to considering stakeholder
feedback in finalising the CRIS.

Universities Australia (UA) strongly supports the NSO and the important role it plays in strengthening
student safety, improving complaint resolution and enhancing confidence in Australia’s higher
education system. Our members remain committed to working constructively with the NSO to improve
outcomes for students and continuously strengthen complaints handling across the sector.

We also acknowledge the Government’s decision to recover the costs of the NSO from higher
education providers. Our feedback on the draft CRIS focuses on ensuring that the proposed cost
recovery arrangements are transparent, proportionate and appropriately aligned with the activities
they are intended to fund.

Design of the regulatory charge

UA is concerned that the proposed levy methodology is not sufficiently evidenced in the draft CRIS.
The CRIS suggests that the overall student population is a core cost driver and therefore proposes
apportioning the levy using Equivalent Full-Time Student Load (EFTSL). However, it provides little
evidence demonstrating the relationship between EFTSL and the actual demand placed on the NSO's
services. Nor does it explain why EFTSL is the appropriate measure, rather than student headcount,
given substantial differences in study load across providers.

At a minimum, the Department should provide greater justification for the proposed methodology,
including the evidence underpinning the relationship between student population and NSO activities
and clarification of whether load or headcount is intended to be the relevant measure.

UA recognises that different approaches to apportionment will affect providers differently and involve

competing considerations, including fairness, predictability, administrative simplicity and the extent to
which charges reflect actual demand. EFTSL, student headcount and activity-based models would each
produce different outcomes across the sector.

The Department should therefore demonstrate that it has considered the full range of available
approaches and clearly explain why the proposed EFTSL-based model represents the most appropriate
option. This should include an assessment of alternative models and their likely impacts across
different types of providers.
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In undertaking this assessment, the Department should recognise the different nature of the activities
being funded. Activities 1 and 2 relate directly to individual complaints and investigations, while
Activities 3, 4 and 5 — including systemic investigations, reporting, education and outreach — deliver
broader sector-wide benefits. These differences should inform the design of the levy, even if a single
charging model is ultimately retained.

Managing cost recovery

While the Government has determined that the NSO should operate on a cost recovery basis, it
remains important that the model is implemented in a way that provides certainty and reflects the
efficient cost of delivering the NSQ's statutory functions.

The draft CRIS indicates annual costs of approximately $11 million. As providers continue to absorb
increasing regulatory and compliance costs across the sector, it will be important that future increases
to the NSO levy are transparent, proportionate and supported by clear evidence of increased activity
and efficient delivery.

In our submission on TEQSA’s 2026 CRIS, UA raised concerns about significant increases in regulatory
charges faced by some universities with increases of up to 85 per cent in some cases. Similar outcomes
should be avoided in the implementation of the NSO levy.

More broadly, cost recovery arrangements should include safeguards against unnecessary growth in
the NSO’s activities, staffing or costs. This is particularly important for activities whose scope and level
of effort are substantially determined by the NSO itself, including strategic investigations, education
and outreach.

The NSO should remain focused on matters where its intervention can deliver improved safety and
wellbeing for students. Any material expansion in its activities or costs should be clearly justified by
demonstrated need, remain aligned with its statutory purpose and be subject to transparent
consultation and review.

The CRIS should therefore provide for clear reporting on complaint volumes, the nature and outcomes
of investigations, expenditure by activity, staffing levels and the effectiveness of education and
outreach which is subsequently transparently reported through the NSO’s annual reporting
arrangements. This will help ensure the levy continues to reflect the minimum efficient cost of a
focused and proportionate service.

UA appreciates the Department’s ongoing engagement with the sector throughout this process and
would welcome further discussion as the CRIS is finalised.

Yours sincerely

Dr John Wellard
Acting Chief Executive Officer, Universities Australia



