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Our knowledge of revenue from private sources for Australian universities is patchy. Over the last couple of
years a number of reports have pulled the “Donations and Bequests” information from universities’ financial
statements and summed these as the total of gift income for Australian universities. Such calculations are
deficient as they frequently exclude donations from trusts and foundations, donations for research, donations
for capital projects, donations for scholarships, and sponsorship payments, such as sponsored chairs, room

naming rights and so on.

The table and chart which follow improve on the normal reporting by incorporating non-government grants,
sponsorship income and income for scholarships and prizes, and by averaging results over three years to

smooth out the variations from year to year which in some cases are substantial.

Much of the current discussion about fundraising at Australian universities emphasises the different attributes of
universities or groups of Universities and how unfair it is to compare new or regional or established, or technical
universities’ fundraising results. The presentation of income from private sources as a proportion of total revenue
smooths out some of the differences. As reporting criteria improve this might be a useful indicator. Universities
that increase their investment in fundraising capacity should see a real dollar increase in private income. If
institutions also see private income increasing as a proportion of total income, then clearly fundraising and

private support are playing a more important role than previously.
Notwithstanding the differences in accounting practices that are reflected in these figures, including some

variations from state to state dictated by local reporting requirements, universities can note how they are

performing relative to peer institutions, and can identify areas in which they can make improvements.
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It is also possible to make general observations, such as the low rate of bequest income (even when included
with the general category of donations), and infer that there was a severe underinvestment in bequest

promotion in the previous decade (and perhaps there is still).

The next few weeks will see the release of 2005-06 data from the Australian Taxation Office on distributions
made by Prescribed Private Funds (PPF) to various types of organisations, including higher education. From this
we will know how much has been donated through these gift vehicles to universities, if this was more in this

year than previously, and whether higher education is getting a greater or lesser share of total PPF distributions.

This ATO-sourced information is particularly valuable because it would not be possible to frack this information
from the financial statements of the recipients. One could not be sure whether these contributions appear in
the annual financial statements of universities as donations, non-government grants, scholarship or prize

income, or not at all.

Since the establishment of the Higher Education Endowment Fund, the Commonwealth has taken a greater
interest in private support for universities, and seeking ways in which private support can be maximised. It seems
feasible that the Commonwealth might seek to improve the financial reporting of University revenue from
private sources by providing clearer guidelines for the reporting of private revenue in consultation with Chief
Financial Officers, Development Directors, and State Governments and advisers to the sector such as Global
Philanthropic, and making “Private Support” or a similar heading a separate income heading in the accounts.
That some universities have only a small amount of private revenue to report is not an argument for burying

these numbers in the back of the accounts.

Universities are already over-burdened with reporting to state and commonwealth agencies. Is it helpful to put
universities to the trouble of achieving internal consistency and sector-wide agreement on how they account
for income from private sources? If, as some hope, philanthropy, sponsorship, and grants from private sources
will lift quality and increase diversity in our universities, then it might be worth the effort. Improved counting
might focus institutions on the potential value of private revenue and lead to an increase in fundraising staff
and activity. Improved financial reporting should also increase donors’ confidence that universities value
private support and manage it well. At the end of the day, this is the most compelling reason for accuracy and

fransparency.
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Graph: Australian Higher Education: Average Private Support as a Percentage of Total Revenue 2004 - 2006
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Table: Revenue from private sources
for Australian Universities compared to
Total Revenues Average: 2004 - 2006
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Donations
& Bequests
($000)
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Total Private
Support
($000)

2065
1179
1090
5874
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8817
7901
2946
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Total Revenues*

(S000)
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University of South Australia 2044
University of Tasmania 1284
University of Technology, Sydney 952
University of the Sunshine Coast 235
University of Western Sydney 291
University of Wollongong 1704
Victoria University 67
TOTALS (rounding errors may occur) 164759

*Total operating revenue less unpaid superannuation contributions. Figures derived from university annual reports and DEST tables.
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