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PART 1: INTRODUCTION 

Save UTAS Campus Inc. (SUC) was formed in 2021 to oppose the plan of the University of Tasmania (UTAS) to 
abandon the campus at Sandy Bay; a site they were gifted by the Tasmanian Government and the people of 
Tasmania in 1951. The group comprises members of the Hobart community, academics, business operators 
and current UTAS students. As a group we have expressed our concern about the lack of proper consultation 
with the people of Hobart and have been strongly advocating for an inquiry into the actions of UTAS before 
they proceed with this wasteful plan.  

The focus of our campaign has been for UTAS to stay on the Sandy Bay campus, for UTAS to stop the plan to 
relocate in its entirety into the CBD and to stop plans to build a 2700 dwelling micro-suburb on the Sandy 
Bay campus. 

The announcement by the Legislative Council of an inquiry into the provisions of the University of Tasmania 
Act 1992 (the 1992 Act) was welcomed by the SUC committee and supporters. 

 

PART 2: BACKGROUND TO THE INQUIRY  

UTAS says that consultation about southern transformation (relocation) began with staff and the community 
in March 2019.1 The following month, in April 2019, the UTAS Council resolved to relocate the university 
from Sandy Bay to the Hobart CBD. The UTAS Council has refused our requests for release of the business 
case upon which it made this decision. This would show the extent to which alternatives were considered 
and the depth of analysis involved. 

The decision to relocate had significant implications for the university, the CBD and for the people of greater 
Hobart. Despite this, the decision was not preceded by any rigorous analysis or comparison of options nor 
any genuine community engagement process to see what the impact on the community would be and 
whether the community supported relocation. 

In 2021 UTAS released its Sandy Bay Masterplan which revealed that the intention was to entirely abandon 
Sandy Bay, with the campus to be developed into a micro-suburb of apartment blocks comprising 2700 
apartments. UTAS was able to do this because the 1992 Act contains no requirement, unlike Acts governing 
some other Australian universities, to seek community approval, through the responsible Minister. 

In late 2021 UTAS lodged with the Hobart City Council (HCC) a development application for the partial 
closure of Melville Street to create a ‘parklet’ as part of its relocation to the CBD. Strong CBD trader 
opposition lead the Vice Chancellor to announce in December 2021 that the application would be 
withdrawn. 

In December 2021 UTAS also lodged with the HCC an application for the rezoning of the Sandy Bay campus 
from higher education to a permit for development of a micro-suburb. The HCC wrote to UTAS with a 
request for them to address 155 queries and the application has never proceeded further. 

During 2022 it became apparent that the UTAS plan to move entirely to the CBD could not be realised and 
the university facilities would in fact need to straddle both the CBD and the Sandy Bay campus. It had always 
been UTAS’s intention that sports facilities would remain at Sandy Bay and that students would need to 
travel there to access them. In 2022 UTAS revealed that some staff and student parking would also have to 
stay at Sandy Bay, and they would be bussed between Sandy Bay to the CBD. UTAS then revealed that some 

                                                           
1 UTAS Legislative Council Briefing Paper, 10 March 2022, p.12 (Appendix 11) 
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important faculty collections, essential to study and research, were immovable and would therefore have to 
remain at Sandy Bay . 

In March 2022 HCC councillors passed a resolution calling on UTAS to conduct a community consultation 
process about its entire relocation proposal, that process to be in accordance with the HCC’s own protocol 
for community consultation. UTAS has not undertaken such consultation despite further requests from the 
HCC. 

In August 2022 UTAS announced that its rezoning application would be paused and that it would form a 
community consultation panel, which would not be permitted to discuss the relocation plan, and that it 
would bring forward the transfer of students from Sandy Bay to the CBD, accommodating them in rented 
CBD premises. UTAS had already been conducting some classes in the CBD in rented office space instead of 
available facilities at the Sandy Bay campus. 

In parallel with these developments, it emerged that there were serious difficulties in the relationship 
between UTAS management and staff, particularly academic staff, with UTAS’ management style described 
in an ABC TV report as ‘brutal’. A majority of academic staff in the Law School, including the highly regarded 
Dean, resigned and an online UTAS staff survey had to be closed down prematurely by management because 
of strong criticism of UTAS management. 

These developments have made the Legislative Council’s inquiry into the 1992 Act and the Act’s fitness for 
purpose very timely. 

 

PART 3: LEGISLATIVE BACKGROUND TO THE 1992 ACT 

This bill does not set out to regulate in detail every aspect of the administration of the 
University of Tasmania. That would be a major mistake. There is considerable dynamism 
in the Australian higher education scene. Universities are expected to find an increasing 
share of their budget from non-government sources, and to be much more entrepreneurial 
than before. In order to compete in this rapidly changing scene, the University Council will 
need a degree of flexibility in marshalling its resources to respond to new challenges. The 
bill provides the university with that flexibility but also ensures its basic accountability 
to the Government and the people of Tasmania, particularly through a significant 
government, parliamentary and community representation on the council of the 
university. 

John Beswick, Minister for Education, University of Tasmania Bill 1992, second reading 
speech 

Under the Higher Education (Amalgamation) Act 1990 (the Amalgamation Act), a special UTAS Council was 
established to oversee the amalgamation of UTAS, the Tasmanian State Institute of Technology and the 
Australian Maritime College.2 In accordance with the Amalgamation Act, the Council provided a report to the 
Government on the future constitution and governance of UTAS. This report formed the basis of drafting 
instructions for the 1992 Act. 

The UTAS Council proposed two major initiatives that would increase its future operational ‘flexibility’, which 
were carried into the 1992 Act: 

                                                           
2 In the event, the Australian Maritime College did not form part of the amalgamated entity. 
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• The provision of an explicit power for UTAS to acquire, hold and dispose of property – section 7(1)(a) 
of the 1992 Act: and  

• Removal of the provision against alienation of the land at the Sandy Bay site vested in UTAS by the 
Tasmanian University Act 1951 (the 1951 Act). 

As a great public institution, and as indicated by Minister Beswick’s words above, it was important for the 
Government and Parliament that the increased ‘flexibility’ provided to the UTAS Council be matched by an 
appropriate level of accountability. The UTAS Council constituted by the 1992 Act, on commencement in 
1993, comprised 24 members, with the House of Assembly and the Legislative Council each electing one 
member. It also included two members appointed by the Minister for Education, one of whom in 1993 was 
the head of the Department of Education. As well as providing for direct accountability, this 24-member 
UTAS Council also provided for a diversity of views and experience. 

However, a series of amendments to the Act between 2001 and 2012 radically altered the composition of 
the UTAS Council. Particularly notable are the reduction in academic, student and alumni representation 
from 11 out of 24 members (46%) under the 1992 Act, as passed, down to three out of 14 members (21%) 
under the 2012 amendment, and the increase in Council appointed/elected members from six (25%), 
counting the Chancellor and Vice-Chancellor, under the 1992 Act, up to eight (57%) under the 2012 
amendment. At the same time, while academic staff, graduates, students and professional staff directly 
elected 12 out of 24 members (50%) under the original 1992 Act, under the 2012 amendment this figure was 
reduced to 2 out of 14 (15%). The direct link to the Parliament was removed by an amendment to the 1992 
Act in 2001, while the appointment of senior staff from within the Department of Education has been 
sporadic. The table at Appendix 1 sets out details of the changes in the UTAS Council’s composition since 
1992. 

The second reading speeches and parliamentary debate over the amendments to the composition of the 
UTAS Council indicate that there were good reasons for some of the changes in composition which were 
broadly in line with national reform initiatives (not themselves beyond criticism). However, it is undeniable 
that the changes in the composition of the UTAS Council have decreased the focus on the core business of 
the University – education – while increasing the focus on business management.  Several issues raised in 
this submission are, at least in part, attributable to this change in focus. 

At the same time, the changes in the composition of the UTAS Council have created the potential for the 
Council to self-replicate (through the appointment of people with outlooks/skills like the people they 
replaced) and the institutionalisation of group think, particularly as most Council appointees have served for 
long-terms. This risk may have been offset to some extent if, when this series of amendments changing the 
Council’s composition were passed, accountability requirements had been increased in other areas. They 
were not. 

The 1992 Act as originally passed had the following (sole) requirement for reporting: 

12-(1) The Council is, within 6 months after the end of each financial year, to– 

(a) present to the Governor an annual report of the proceedings of the University during 
that financial year; and 

(b) furnish a copy of the report to the Minister. 

(2) The report is to contain a full account of the income and expenditure of the University for the 
financial year to which it relates. 
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(3) The Minister is to cause a copy of the report to be laid before both Houses of Parliament 
within the first 10 sitting days of each House after the report is received by the Minister. 

While, with the changes to the UTAS Council’s composition, it might have been expected that requirements 
for regular reporting to government (say quarterly or half-yearly) may have been instituted, this did not 
occur. Moreover, the annual reporting requirements in the 1992 Act were not, in any way, strengthened 
through the series of amendments. As can be noted, there is little by way of prescription in the 1992 Act 
regarding the contents of the annual report. The reporting deadline is also unduly generous, meaning that 
the report can be tabled in Parliament as late as September, based on recent sitting dates, nine months after 
completion of UTAS’ financial year. Other Universities in Australia have more stringent annual reporting 
requirements in respect of content and reporting deadlines.  

Even in respect of the minimal reporting requirement set in 1992, UTAS has had a waning commitment to 
transparency and accountability. The annual reports have had an increasing amount of marketing content 
and a decreasing amount of reporting text. The 2010 Annual Report had approximately 44 pages of text and 
tables, whereas the 2021 report had only 19 pages and reads more like a marketing document or brochure.  

UTAS’s waning commitment to transparency and accountability has also been apparent in its management 
of its obligations under the Right to Information Act 2009. As a public institution it should be modelling best 
practice behaviour. 

Of course, the most obvious and significant area of risk in the 1992 Act, particularly with the subsequent 
changes to the UTAS Council’s composition, was the removal of the restraint of alienation of the Sandy Bay 
site in the 1951 Act. With hindsight, the 1992 Act, as commenced, should, at least, have included a 
requirement that UTAS have formal approval from government when considering significant lease or sale 
transactions at the Sandy Bay site, in line with legislative requirements for a number of other universities. 
However, from anecdotal evidence, it appears that such transactions were not contemplated by the 
Parliament in 1992.3 Certainly, there was no consideration of the matter in debate, as might have been 
expected if this was envisaged. The series of amendments that fundamentally changed the composition of 
the UTAS Council should, however, have brought this matter to the fore and it might be reckoned a serious 
error of omission by the Parliament that there was no debate on this matter.  

The result of the failure to explicitly provide for a reasonable standard of accountability and oversight is that 
successive governments have been able to abrogate responsibility for critical engagement and decision-
making in areas that should rightfully be the preserve of the Government and the Parliament, on behalf of 
the people. Taken together with the failure to put any sort of check on alienation of the Sandy Bay site by 
UTAS, this has meant that an issue of major public policy significance for Tasmania is now being managed by 
the UTAS Council in accordance with its own narrow self-interest. 

It is now clear from the public record that the hierarchy of the UTAS Council were intent on a move to the 
Hobart CBD by 2016 (with the logical corollary always being to exploit the capital value of the Sandy Bay site, 
with UTAS’s current proposal being to establish a micro-suburb on the Sandy Bay site). The ambition for 
UTAS to move to the Hobart CBD was articulated by Vice-Chancellor Rathjen in The Mercury in 2017 and 

                                                           
3 This includes a personal communication from the Hon Dr Julian Amos, who participated in debates on the 1992 Act. Dr 
Amos indicated that the removal of the restraint on alienation was likely in contemplation of private engagement and 
that the idea of the entire Sandy Bay site being sold would not have been contemplated, “and if presented as an option 
would have been vigorously opposed.”. 
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would have been well known to the Government by 2018, particularly as Jenny Gale, the Secretary of the 
Department of Premier and Cabinet, was appointed to the UTAS Council on 1 January 2018.  

UTAS should have brought the proposed move formally to the attention of the Government, the Parliament 
and the community in 2016 or 2017. Full public consultation should have been undertaken at that time. 
Neither occurred. 

The 1992 Act, as amended allowed, if not enabled, this situation. It stands in need of urgent repair or 
replacement for this, and other reasons examined in this submission. 

 

PART 4: CONSTITUTION, FUNCTIONS AND POWERS 

1. Relationship with the Tasmanian community 

Unlike the forty or so other universities in Australia, UTAS has a unique status as the only university in 
Tasmania, a proud creation of the Tasmanian community. No other state or territory has a single university. 

The university recognises this unique role which is well-expressed by the university’s own Statement of 
Values4 (see Appendix 2). 

“We are a Tasmanian institution. We work in a unique setting and actively partner with the 
communities in which we live, in support of a healthy, civil and sustainable society. At the same 
time, we are outwardly focussed and part of a global community, engaging with the rest of 
Australia and the world.” 

The feelings are reciprocated. The Tasmanian community has been generous in the provision of land and 
funding contributions. The university is the statutory creation of the Tasmanian Parliament which controls its 
governance, accountability and powers. 

Tasmanians have historically been proud of ‘their’ university, lauding its achievements, encouraging their 
children to attend, and enthusiastically partnering with it in a long record of successful activities. 

Despite its Statement of Values, the university’s decision-making and management processes in relation to 
its proposal to relocate from Sandy Bay has demonstrated it does not consider itself bound by an obligation 
to take the interests of the community into account or to be straightforward and honest with the public. 

UTAS’s indifference to the community is most starkly shown by: 

• its refusal to conduct a community consultation process on the relocation proposal, as requested by 
the HCC (see below) 

• the stated determination of UTAS to continue with its relocation plan whatever the outcome of a 
public plebiscite conducted by the HCC.5 

To rectify this, the 1992 Act should be amended to include an obligation that UTAS act in a way which is 
consistent with it being a ‘Tasmanian institution’, ‘in a unique setting’, and ‘actively partnering with the 
communities in which we live’. Specifically, the 1992 Act should require that in its conduct and decision-
making UTAS will always recognise that as a Tasmanian institution with a unique role it will always act in a 
way which is consistent with the best interests of Tasmanians and with honesty and transparency. 

                                                           
4 UTAS Statement of Values: www.utas.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/231150/SoV-Poster.pdf  
5 The Mercury, 4 August 2022: Elector poll result moot (Appendix 3) 
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a. Examples of the refusal to take into account the best interests of Tasmanians include: 

i. The refusal by UTAS to conduct a community consultation process as requested by the HCC. 

On 15 March 2022, the HCC resolved to ask UTAS to conduct a genuine Community 
Consultation process on its relocation proposal, that process to be in accordance with the HCC’s 
consultation protocol. This protocol requires development of a community engagement 
pathway, the provision to the community of all relevant information and an openness to 
consider compromise and alternative options. 

The HCC wrote to the Vice Chancellor on 23 March 2022 formally making this request and 
asking to be advised of ‘the forward consultation plans’. The Vice Chancellor did not respond 
and on 19 May 2022 the Lord Mayor wrote to him again requesting an indication as to when the 
HCC might expect to hear about the consultation plans. 

In June and July 2022, the Vice Chancellor made announcements of community consultation, 
confirming that their purpose was ‘so the community understands exactly what’s happening 
and when each step will take place’. He said in a press conference, widely reported on television 
news, that there was ‘no chance’ that this committee would change his intention that UTAS 
would relocate from Sandy Bay to the CBD.  

Correspondence from the Lord Mayor to Save UTAS Campus Inc. (SUC) on 30 July 2022 indicates 
that, at the date of this submission, UTAS continues to refuse to conduct the requested 
Community Consultation process. 

Given that both the redevelopment of the Sandy Bay campus and the development of 
replacement infrastructure in the Hobart CBD will all be within the municipality of Hobart it is 
extraordinary that UTAS refuses the request by the HCC councillors, who directly represent 
many of the people affected, to conduct a genuine consultation process which is open to 
compromise . 

ii. Refusal by UTAS to provide information to the community 

SUC wrote to UTAS on 12 May 2022 seeking information, all of which should have been readily 
available to UTAS, in relation to some fundamental concerns held by academics and the wider 
community. No useful response has ever been provided.6 

iii. Right to Information refusals 

As background on RTI matters, we draw the Committee’s particular attention to the 
Ombudsman’s decision of 24 February 2022 in the case of Alexandra Humphries (ABC) and 
UTAS.7  On the more general issue of transparency and accountability, we cite the many articles 
and letters on this matter that have appeared in The Mercury, including particularly those 
published by Greg Barns in 2022.8 

Over the period 21 March – 20 April 2022, one of our supporters, Robert Hogan, lodged four 
Right to Information (RTI) applications with UTAS, seeking to ascertain what evidence UTAS had 

                                                           
6 Letter from SUC Chair, Professor Pam Sharpe, to UTAS Chancellor, Alison Watkins AM (Appendix 4) 
7 www.ombudsman.tas.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/651894/R2202-032-Humphries-and-UTAS-Final-
Decision.pdf 
8 Greg Barns’ articles printed in The Mercury (Appendix 14) 

about:blank
about:blank
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for its proposed move to the Hobart CBD, and to understand the chronology and workings of 
UTAS’s decision-making process. His experience, consistent with that of other RTI applicants to 
UTAS, was that UTAS took a highly defensive approach, demonstrating little if any commitment 
to transparency and informing public debate. In two cases, UTAS unilaterally rewrote the terms 
of Mr Hogan’s applications - which is not provided for under the Right to Information Act 2009 
(the RTI Act) - and yet still provided limited information in response. In three cases, including 
one where it had already provided limited information, UTAS refused Mr Hogan’s application 
under section 12(3)(c) of the RTI Act, on the basis that it had decided prior to the lodgement of 
the applications, to shortly provide ‘information’ (so described) within 12 months.   

In fact, section 12(3)(c) of the RTI Act requires that UTAS had made decisions prior to the 
lodgement of each of the three applications to ‘release the information that is the subject of the 
application’. Mr Hogan lodged a fifth RTI application on 5 May 2022, seeking evidence of such 
prior decisions. UTAS has provided none. UTAS has also not released the information sought by 
Mr Hogan. Mr Hogan has been through internal review procedures with UTAS, which were 
unsatisfactory, and has recently lodged three applications for external review of UTAS decisions 
with the Ombudsman (effectively covering all five of his applications). He has sought priority 
consideration of his applications in the public interest. 

Mr Hogan is making his own submission to the Committee and would be happy to talk to the 
Committee about his submission and his experience dealing with UTAS on RTI applications. 

iv. Secret committee with Hobart City Council 

The university participated for years in a secret committee with representatives of the HCC to 
plan the relocation to the CBD. The HCC has resolved to make public all minutes of that 
committee and to request UTAS to consent to that release. UTAS initially refused.  

v. Additional information required to complete this submission 

In order to fully understand UTAS’s relocation proposal and to prepare this submission to your 
inquiry, over the last few months SUC has sought fundamental information from UTAS of a 
nature which should be readily available to UTAS and to the community . UTAS has refused to 
provide this information, but we understand that you may be able to request it during the 
inquiry. We ask that you do so and that when the information becomes available to the inquiry 
it is provided to SUC so that we may address it in a supplementary submission before 
completion of the inquiry’s report.9 It would be ironic if an inquiry dealing with, amongst other 
things, criticism of inappropriate secrecy by an important public institution did not have the 
benefit of fully informed submissions because the institution maintained its policy of secrecy 
even to the inquiry and its contributors. 

b. Examples of the failure to be honest in communications with the public: 

i. UTAS has spent large sums of money in advertising and promotional material outlining the 
reasons behind its relocation proposal. Cassy O’Connor MHA and Senator Peter Whish-Wilson 
of the Greens wrote to the Vice Chancellor on 21 April 2022 pointing out that many claims 
made publicly by UTAS were contradicted by UTAS’s own research.10 

                                                           
9 Letter from SUC Vice Chair, Michael Foster to Rob Valentine (Appendix 5) 
10 Letter from Cassy O’Connor and Peter Whish-Wilson to UTAS Vice Chancellor, Rufus Black (Appendix 6) 
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ii. The rezoning application contains no provision for UTAS staff/student parking or the housing of 
immovable departmental collections, essential to research, such as the geology and engineering 
collections. UTAS acknowledges that provision for these at the Sandy Bay Campus after 
relocation will have to be provided but they do not feature on the plan submitted to the HCC. 
This results in a misleading presentation of the rezoning proposal. 

iii. Urban geographer and transport economist, Bob Cotgrove, has written several opinion pieces 
published in the Mercury pointing out various misleading claims by UTAS. 

iv. We have commissioned architectural analysis of UTAS Sandy Bay Masterplan, this shows that 
UTAS intends 90 building up to 8 storeys high of which about 70 will be apartment blocks. To 
facilitate this, significant areas of natural vegetation and established trees will be removed. 
UTAS has never provided the community with an accurate and readable representation of this 
and only by engaging an architect would it be possible for a member of the public to have any 
true comprehension for what UTAS plans for the Sandy Bay campus. 

2. Ambiguity in Powers and Functions 

Sections 6 and 7 of the 1992 Act are silent as to whether UTAS has the power to undertake the role of 
‘Master Developer’ of real estate, the term adopted in his press statements by the Vice Chancellor, 
particularly on the scale envisaged by UTAS where the university would be landlord to 2700 homes and an 
extensive range of other commercial tenancies. Whether the 1992 Act presently permits that is a matter 
which may have to be determined by the Supreme Court . 

However, we submit if the 1992 Act contained a provision, consistent with other universities, that Ministerial 
approval was necessary (see Part 5 of this submission) for the alienation of land then it is likely that public 
interest issues would be managed appropriately by the Minister making it unlikely that there would ever 
need to be any legal challenge based on the interpretation of Powers. 

3. The Council’s perception of its role 

As a group we have had direct communications, including face-to-face meetings, with the UTAS Chancellor. 
This has been revealing. The Chancellor says she sees the UTAS Council as akin to a company board, entitled 
to make its own decisions and not accountable to the community. Of course, company directors are 
accountable to shareholders whereas there are none for UTAS other than, notionally but without any actual 
control, the Tasmanian community.  

Consistent with her view:  

• The Chancellor refuses our request to be able to speak to individual members of the UTAS Council 
and regards them all as bound by the strict confidentiality that applies to company directors. 

• The Chancellor refuses to disclose what information, research and options were considered by the 
UTAS Council in April 2019 when the relocation decision was made. 

• UTAS says that it is not inappropriate or unethical for UTAS to expend large sums of money 
(estimated to be hundreds of thousands of dollars) on a PR campaign to oppose community 
concerns about its relocation proposal or to offer selective information in its advertising 

• UTAS says it is entitled to ignore the HCC request for broad and genuine public consultation on its 
entire relocation plan. 
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This view of the UTAS Council’s role explains its approach to both decision-making and implementation in 
relation to its proposal to relocate. In the view of the UTAS Council it is a decision for the Council alone and 
Council has no obligation to the Tasmanian community to seek a social licence nor even to disclose the 
information upon which the decision was based. 

 

PART 5: EXECUTIVE AND FISCAL ACCOUNTABILITY AND DECISION-MAKING  

1. Ministerial approval of land alienation 

As it is common for universities to operate on land gifted by the community, it is common for the statutes 
which create universities to contain a requirement that the alienation of land be approved by the 
responsible Minister. 

Examples include: 

• Under the University of South Australia Act 1990 (s6) that university cannot alienate or lease land for 
more than 21 years except with the approval of the Governor.  

• Under the University of Melbourne Act 2009 (s37) that university cannot alienate or lease land for 
longer than 21 years without the approval of the Minister 

• Under the University of Sydney Act 1989 (s18(2A) ) that university cannot alienate land acquired 
from the State at nominal or less than market value without approval of the Minister. 

• Under the University of Western Australia Act 1911 (s15) the university is not permitted to lease 
land for longer than 21 years without approval of the Minister. 

These legislatures considered it inappropriate that their university should not have an uncontrolled right to 
alienate (including by long lease) land received from the community by government grant. When the 1992 
Act was passed the previous restraint on alienation was removed.  This was based on an accountability 
regime which, as noted above, has been degraded over time, allowing UTAS to find itself in the extraordinary 
position of being able to alienate its entire campus without community approval or government oversight. 
The current UTAS relocation plan anticipates the alienation of the entire Sandy Bay campus through the sale 
or long leasehold interests to the public. 

The importance of having Ministerial control is much greater in Tasmania because UTAS is Tasmania’s only 
university and consistent with that unique position it claims, according to its Statement of Values, that ‘We 
are a Tasmanian institution. We work in a unique setting and actively partner with the communities in 
which we live, in support of a healthy, civil and sustainable society’. Its decision-making process in relation 
to relocation demonstrates that it does not consider that it needs community approval and can 
commercially develop and market the Sandy Bay campus even against strong community and academic 
opposition. 

If it is to be a Tasmanian institution, created by and for Tasmanians, then partnering with the community 
means obtaining a social licence for a major change such as the alienation of a campus and this would be 
most easily achieved by requiring, in line with other universities, Ministerial approval for land alienation. 
The responsible Minister could be expected to adopt an approval process consistent with the nature of the 
land disposition, that is an abbreviated process for disposal of a small piece of land no longer of use but a 
comprehensive public review of a proposal as significant as the alienation of an entire campus. 
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2. Ministerial approval of a corporate plan 

UTAS has many of the characteristics of a government business enterprise (GBE) created by the public for 
public good using public funding. In a real sense the community is the shareholder and ultimately the 
enterprise is responsible, through government, to the community. 

In Tasmania, GBEs like Hydro Tasmania are subject to the Government Business Enterprise Act 1995 which 
requires (s39) the GBE to provide to the responsible Minister and the Treasurer an annual ‘corporate plan’ 
for approval. 

The University of Western Australia Act (s41) makes the university subject to the Financial Management Act 
2006 and as a result it is required (s42) to submit to the Treasurer for approval an annual ‘draft resource 
agreement’ setting out the services and cost of services any other matters required by the Treasurer for the 
next financial year. This provides an opportunity for government to be aware of that university’s plans. 

By contrast UTAS is not subject to any similar requirement and it’s accountability is limited to providing a 
retrospective annual financial report which may, of course, reveal irreversible action taken by UTAS long 
after the event. 

Thus, although UTAS is a public institution operating on land gifted to it for higher education, created for the 
benefit of the Tasmanian community, and reliant on public funding, it is not in any effective way required to 
obtain approval for its plans from any level of government before it proceeds, no matter how significant the 
consequences of the plans might be. 

3. Poor governance structure  

The poor governance structure of UTAS is demonstrated by its poor decision-making process and 
implementation of its relocation plan:  

• As shown in its Legislative Council Briefing paper there was one month between commencement of 
staff and community consultation and final decision to relocate by the UTAS Council 

• The UTAS Council is indifferent to staff opinion, see attached NTEU survey11 

• The UTAS Council is indifferent to the views of CBD traders12 

• The UTAS Council is indifferent to community views 13 

• The UTAS Council does not feel any obligation to develop or articulate a clear rationale for 
relocation.14 15 

Even in its briefing paper to the Legislative Council, UTAS offered no clear and persuasive rationale. In March 
2022 the UTAS Vice Chancellor and UTAS Council member, Professor Natalie Brown briefed Legislative 
Council of Tasmanian representatives on their intended outcomes for relocation.16 The six outcomes it 
wanted are: 

                                                           
11 NTEU 2019 – Survey of members: southern campus move (Appendix 7) 
12 Articles about CBD trader anger printed in The Mercury (Appendix 8) 
13 Articles from Greg Barns printed in The Mercury (Appendix 14) 
14 Bruce Scott article printed in The Mercury (Appendix 15)  
15 Correspondence from the SUC Chair to the UTAS Chancellor (Appendix 17) 
16 UTAS six key outcomes of relocation (Appendix 12) 
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a. Improved access to higher education for more young Tasmanians. However, UTAS has not 
produced any substantive research to support this claim.  

b. Stimulate small business in quiet parts of Hobart’s CBD. That small business is seen by UTAS as a 
responsibility of UTAS demonstrates a failure of the 1992 Act to require the university to focus on 
the delivery of higher education. 

c. Invest $550 million into the Hobart economy. UTAS has never explained why this investment 
into the Hobart economy could not be more efficiently achieved by the enhancement of existing 
facilities at the Sandy Bay campus 

d. A world leading model of sustainability and help green the city. This is a strange rationale given 
the intention to construct 90 buildings at Sandy Bay destroying parkland, bushland and trees and 
demolishing existing buildings. 

e. Sandy Bay campus becomes a sustainable village. That construction of a housing estate is seen 
by UTAS as a key outcome demonstrates the failure of the 1992 Act to require UTAS to focus on 
the delivery of quality higher education. 

f. Green spaces and sporting facilities will be retained. This is not a rationale but simply an 
observation. 

UTAS has publicly explained part of its rationale for relocation is that in 2019 it calculated the cost of works 
necessary to refurbish the Sandy Bay campus if it was to remain home to the university would be $570 
million. This claim is not supported by any research at all but has been often repeated as a rationale. 

In summary, it is impossible not to conclude that the UTAS Council felt no obligation to have a clear rationale 
or that it made its decision without one. Either way the 1992 Act needs amendment to eliminate the 
possibility of this happening again. 

 

PART 6: ACADEMIC FREEDOM AND DECISION-MAKING 

The failure of UTAS to support academic staff and to effectively involve them in decision-making has created 
a toxic work environment and culture which has led to the loss of key staff and reputational damage which 
may be permanent or at least take many years to recover.  

The starkest example of this toxicity is the Law School which has lost most of its academic staff including the 
internationally renowned Dean, Tim McCormick. Once amongst the top 10 law schools in Australia its 
reputation may never be restored. Respected academics report to SUC that UTAS’s management style has 
had significant impact of employees mental health.17 

Distinguished Emeritus Professors and senior academics have reported to us a management style which is 
indifferent to the academic needs of faculties which have in the past enjoyed high international reputations. 
Almost without exception these academics refuse to be publicly identified for fear that their departments, 
and their undergraduate and research students, will suffer. Senior academics report that management has 
made it clear that opposition to relocation will not be tolerated. An ABC TV investigative report confirmed 

                                                           
17 UTAS Law School exodus printed in The Mercury (Appendix 16) 
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that it had contacted about 20 staff members who described a brutal management style but only one was 
prepared to be identified.18 

UTAS makes widespread use of confidentiality agreements, sometimes obtained in exchange for enhanced 
payments to departing staff.  

In contradiction of its Freedom of Expression policy it has pursued disciplinary proceedings against senior 
staff for making criticisms of the Vice Chancellor.19 

A recent online staff survey was closed prematurely by UTAS management in the face of strident criticism of 
management style.20 

It is clear UTAS management has persisted with its relocation plan despite strong opposition from staff 
including a union survey that indicated only 16% of staff were in support.21  

UTAS’s hostile approach to academic staff has a range of consequences including difficulty in recruiting and 
retaining staff and loss of reputation, all of which is extremely important in attracting enrolments. 

UTAS’s Academic Senate is ineffective, it is too large and unwieldy and has no currently identifiable purpose. 
The UTAS Council is seen by staff as secretive, remote and uncontactable, and entirely dominated by senior 
management, and their Council appointees, given that Council appoints most of its own members. These are 
the features of the poor governance which have led directly to the poor decision-making about relocation, 
implementation processes and the difficulties between management and academic staff. 

 

PART 7: OUR RECOMMENDATIONS FOR AMENDMENTS TO THE 1992 ACT 

We recommend as follows: 

a. That the Functions and Powers in the 1992 Act be amended to require UTAS to consider the 
interests of the Tasmanian community, academic staff, non-academic staff and students. 

b. That the UTAS Council be restructured to match the 1992 structure so that academic, community 
and government voices are strongly and robustly represented and there is no domination by 
management and its appointees. 

c. That consistent with its unique status as the creation of the Tasmanian community and the only 
university in Tasmania, that the UTAS Council have an obligation to be transparent in its 
deliberations except in exceptional circumstances and to publish its minutes (appropriately 
redacted) after each Council meeting. 

d. That the 1992 Act include a provision like other universities requiring Ministerial approval for the 
sale or long lease of land. 

e. That the 1992 Act include an obligation for the UTAS Council to provide an annual plan for 
Ministerial approval. 

f. That the UTAS Council have an obligation to publish financial statements on a quarterly basis.  

                                                           
18 ABC News report on low staff morale at UTAS (Appendix 9) 
19 ABC News report on staff member under investigation (Appendix 10) 
20 The Mercury, online feedback opportunity shut down prematurely (Appendix 13) 
21 NTEU survey report (Appendix 7) 
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g. That the 1992 Act be amended to require UTAS to exhibit best practice in relation to RTI requests 
and the provision of information to the community including the media. 

h. That the 1992 Act be amended to require all entities related to UTAS to comply with the obligations 
proposed in these recommendations. 

i. That members of the UTAS Council and UTAS have an obligation to act ethically towards the 
Tasmanian community, never making misleading or selective statements where that might lead to a 
misleading impression of the relevant facts. 
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Appendix 1: Constituency of the UTAS Council – 1992 to present 

Legislation/Amendment (Am) 1992 Act 2001 Am 2004 Am 2012 Am 

Commencement Jan-1993 Sep-2001 Jan-2005 Jan-2013 

Ex-Officio         

Chancellor - elected 1 1 1 1 

Vice Chancellor - appointed  1 1 1 1 

Chair of the Academic Senate 1 1 1 1 

Alumni Chair   1     

Alumni Deputy Chair   1     

Others          

Elected by Legislative Council 1       

Elected by House of Assembly 1       

Appointed by the Minister 2 3 4 2 

Appointed jointly the Council and Minister 2       

Appointed by the Council  2 3 4 up to 6 

Possible appointment by Council of an additional 
person with international experience   0-1 0-1   

Appointed by the Visitor (Governor) 1       

Elected by academic staff 5 3 3 1 

Elected by graduates 3       

Elected by general staff 2 1     

Elected by professional staff     1 1 

Elected by students 2 2     

Student(s) appointed by Council after 
consultation with relevant student associations     2 minimum 1 

 Total 24 17-18 17-18  10-14 

Notes: Councillors appointed jointly by the UTAS Council and Minister have been counted as Council appointed in the text.  While 
Council positions were not always fully filled, they were generally filled in accordance with the numbers in the Table.  Since 2012 
there have generally been six (non-student; non-Vice Chancellor) Council appointees on the Council. Since 2012 there has only been 
one student appointee. Since the 2004 amendment, there has been a requirement for the Minister and Council to consult on 
appointments (s8(5)(b) of the 1992 Act). 
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Appendix 2: University of Tasmania Statement of Values 
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Appendix 3: The Mercury, 4 August 2022 
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Appendix 4: SUC letter to Chancellor, 12 May 2022 
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Appendix 5: SUC Vice Chair letter to Rob Valentine 
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Appendix 6: Letter from Cassy O’Connor and Peter Whish-Wilson to UTAS Vice Chancellor, Rufus Black 
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Appendix 7: NTEU Survey 2019 – Southern Campus Move 
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Appendix 8: Articles from The Mercury re business trader anger 
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Appendix 9: ABC News on low staff morale 
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Appendix 10: ABC News report on staff member under investigation 
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Appendix 11: UTAS Legislative Council Briefing Paper, p.12 
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Appendix 12: UTAS six key outcomes of relocation 
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Appendix 13: Low morale vented in online survey, The Mercury 
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Appendix 14: Greg Barns’ articles printed in The Mercury – 21 March, 2 May, 30 May and 8 August 2022 
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Appendix 15: Bruce Scott article printed in The Mercury – 5 April 2022 
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Appendix 16: UTAS Law School exodus 
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Appendix 17: Correspondence between SUC and UTAS Chancellor 
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