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Re Select Committee Inquiry into the University of Tasmania’s Operations 

Dear Members of the Select Committee, 

The experience we outline below relates to the University’s exercise of its powers as a landlord. It 

may be an experience peculiar to us or may be more systemic. Either way, we feel it to be useful 

information for your committee and trust that it falls within the terms of reference of your inquiry. 

We are a furniture testing laboratory and have been based – for over 25 years – on the Newnham 

University Campus, Launceston. We are the Australasian Furnishing Research and Development 

Institute, known as Furntech-AFRDI, operating solely from a building previously occupied by the now 

relocated Brooks High School. 

We’re a not-for-profit and were set up with Federal Government funding (part of the Helsham 

compensation package from the Federal Government to the Tasmanian State government). The land 

and building we occupy were initially owned by the State Government but subsequently gifted to 

the University.   

Broadly speaking we test and certify new and existing furniture designs, write product standards 

(AS/NZS, AFRDI and contribute internationally through ISO), and design furniture testing equipment 

(which is built locally).  We survive through fees-for-service and industry membership. Our 

customers come from all around the world but are mostly based in Australia and New Zealand. We 

are the only major independent testing laboratory servicing the Australian furniture industry.  

As a result of the University’s transformation plans it appears our current site is slated for 

redevelopment.  

Our first knowledge of this came several years ago through the publication of the ‘Launceston City 

Deal’, a glossy brochure which mentions AFRDI on numerous occasions and indicates our moving 

into a building at the newly developed campus in Inveresk. We now understand this was never a part 

of the University’s plans.  

Our principal issue is that we have not been able to achieve any clarity in respect of what the 

University has planned for our building (and consequently our future) in over four years of 

communication with them. Having access to low cost long term accommodation is critical to our 

continuing existence. 

Looking back through our records we have a letter from the (then) Chancellor Michael Field stating 

that the University would be “… developing a master plan for the Newnham site and would engage 

with key stakeholders such as Furntech-AFRDI…and that this process is expected to commence 

shortly”; dated 21 May 2018. 
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It’s now over four years later and all we have seen is buildings going up around us and 

announcements being made about other organisations and their plans to be housed on the 

Newnham campus. No consultation has taken place. For literally years we have been told we can 

expect to hear from the Newnham Master Plan consultants ‘in the coming weeks’. 

We have received a commitment from VC Rufus Black to ‘try and find something for us’ – at either a 

cost ‘commensurate with our business model’ or at ‘commercial rates’. These are two very different 

things and while the commitment is appreciated it is somewhat vague and still leaves us in a very 

uncertain position. 

Recently (early 2022) we noticed two articles in the Examiner, the first entitled ‘UTAS Newnham 

plans outlined’, the second ‘New feel for campus’. 

Of obvious interest to us it was disappointing to see the Australasian Furnishing Research and 

Development Institute (AFRDI) was not mentioned in either of the articles, both of which went on to 

state that the ‘plans look to transform the campus into a research and community precinct’. 

Further to that we have been told by the University VC that we already fit with the development 

concept for the area we already occupy (i.e. research), and yet we have still not been given any 

assurance about our future here.  

All of this is set against the background that AFRDI was initially set up without any reference to the 

University. AFRDI’s land and building was owned by the State Government and the equipment and IP 

was the property of AFRDI’s members. 

For reasons unknown, in the early 2000s, the land and building were gifted to the university. We 

understand with this confers the legal right to dispose of these assets as the university sees fit (once 

our lease has expired). However, from our perspective – and from the perspective we believe a 

number of others will share – this is somewhat akin to receiving a gift, then taking it down to a local 

pawn shop and converting it to cash – completely legal but ethically dubious.  We believe AFRDI was 

gifted to the university to take care of, not to dispose of. 

So why do they appear so reluctant to ‘take care of us’? It’s difficult to be sure but it is hard not to 

imagine the worst. To suggest they simply see us as an asset to be disposed of seems churlish but 

what other explanation is there? To us it seems more than ironic that one of the first consequences 

of the University’s transformation project aimed at growth and development may be to ‘kill’ an 

existing small business success story.  

This is a serious issue for us – having access to low cost long term accommodation is critical to our 

very existence. 

Please contact us if you are interested in further information or elaboration on any of the issues 

raised above.  

Kind regards 

 

 

 

Ian Burton 

General Manager 

Furntech-AFRDI  


