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Submission to the Legislative Council Select Committee - Inquiry into the Provisions of the
University of Tasmania Act 1992 

The following personal submission is made with regard to University of Tasmania Act 1992 by
myself as an individual, and not as a staff member or representative of the University of
Tasmania. 

It is focussed on but not limited to Division 2, 6 of the Act; namely, that the functions of the
University are to: 
(c) to promote and sustain teaching and research to international standards of excellence;
(d) to encourage and provide opportunities for students and staff to develop and apply their
knowledge and skills;
(e) to provide educational and research facilities appropriate to its other functions;
(f) to promote access to higher education having regard to principles of merit and equity;
(g) to engage in activities which promote the social, cultural and economic welfare of the
community and to make available for those purposes the resources of the University.

The submission is focussed on but not limited to Legislative Council Select Committee Terms of
Reference: 
(3) The appropriateness of the Act to ensure accountable executive, fiscal and academic decision-
making;
(4) The appropriateness of the Act to protect and promote academic freedom, independence and
autonomy; and
(5) Any other matters incidental thereto.

Substance of this submission 

I believe the Act is deficient in that it has failed to ensure maintenance of the University’s
previously highly regarded standing across the broad spectrum of university academic functions
and university cultural life. The University has become a focus and source of division for multiple
stakeholder groups that are core to effective, successful and sustainable University functioning.
Polarisation and dissatisfaction exists within academic, student, alumni, industry and community
circles, and has reached unprecedented levels.  

A key theme underling the deterioration in University standing and function is the apparent
corporate-managerialist focus by the University. This has produced a great tension and rift
between the University’s corporate strategy and the University’s fundamental obligations which
are the pursuit and transmission of knowledge and skills within an environment of academic
excellence and academic freedom of speech. There has developed an oppressive level of fear
amongst academic staff who for various reasons feel unable to speak freely about the
University's direction and future.  Many fear, whether perceived or otherwise, administrative
reprisals against them or against their academic Department should they speak with honesty and
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academic candour on the direction and priorities of the University in general, or in relation to
their specific areas of academic and discipline expertise.  This culture of fear is inconsistent with
the healthy functioning of a university. 
 

Why might the University be at this point of crisis? 
 
For over a decade the University has progressed a highly centralised structure of command and
control. The inadvertent effect has been to alienate the skill, wisdom, leadership and effective
contribution of those most in touch with the academic, student and social dimensions of
university function, and the university community more broadly. Whilst a corporate lens to
managing a university is essential, an unbalanced corporatist focus undermines the core
academic foundations and traditional ideals of a university.  It is a recipe for disaster. 
 
Examples of what are perceived as a centrist, managerialist and corporatist culture at the
University include a top-down bureaucracy with centralised decision making that inadequately
engages in a meaningful way with academics, students and the broader community. If this
situation were producing effective and sustainable outcomes for the University it would still be
problematic for long-term University sustainability (staffing, research outputs and academic
rankings), and ultimately the University's corporate viability. However, it is evident from the
current level of broad-based dissatisfaction with the University’s functioning that a collapse of
the University's standing and reputation is a clear and present danger. 
 
The core of university life, function and reputation relates to its academics and their Disciplines.
What is a university when stripped of engaged and high-quality academic staff who teach and
research within discipline areas that are well regarded by students and the broader community
alike?  At the University there are now too many senior academic staff who feel disengaged and
disempowered. 
 
 
A practical example of where the Act has failed: the proposed Hobart CBD move. 
 
The centralisation of University decision making has been associated with academic, student,
alumni and community voices feeling sidelined from this key area of strategic decision making.
Consequently, the University risks losing one of the most fit for purpose and iconic campuses in
Australasia. That such a campus would be replaced by a dispersed and fragmented set of
buildings scattered across the Hobart CBD and without a clear locus of infrastructure for
academic and student collaboration, seems a remarkable failure of recognition of the great
leverage that the current Sandy Bay campus gives the University and the community of Tasmania
more broadly.  
 
For example, the choice between the University relocating to the Hobart CBD versus retaining a
major presence at the Sandy Bay campus is seen by many as having been framed by the
University in terms of staying at Sandy Bay campus equals dilapidated buildings and financial
ruin, versus moving to a sustainable and fit for purpose infrastructure in the CBD.  Many staff,
student and community stakeholders would strongly dispute this binary narrative.  However,
they feel they were denied a meaningful voice, believing consultation was only in the context of
an ill-considered and forgone conclusion by the University to exit the Sandy Bay Campus site in



favour of the CBD.  Others felt unable to speak in opposition to the University’s plan for fear of
being sanctioned. 

All this begs some questions relevant to the functioning of the Act.  How and when was UTAS
Council engaged with the evidence and voices for and against the move away from Sandy Bay
Campus?  How was the decision by University Council ultimately made?  What was the role of
the UTAS Council in decision making?  How and when where key internal and external
stakeholders consulted before a final decision was made and what data and evidence for and
against the move from Sandy Bay did they consider? 
 
The Sandy Bay Campus is the embodiment of country for many academics, students and
alumni.  It provides a timeless unity with past and present, not just our academic past and
present, but its setting honours a landscape and country far older and far more enduring than
our city CBD or the internationalist sameness that city consolidation represents. Place is part of
our University’s uniqueness, and in the Sandy Bay Campus we have it, and we owe it to our
university and our community future, present and past, to honour it.  The Sandy Bay campus is a
key differentiating point for the University compared to its interstate and international
competitors . 
 
I have recently posed the following rhetorical question to UTAS leadership, and include it here as
I believe it summarises the spirit in which many sought to engage University regarding the Sandy
Bay campus move: 
  
What is a University?  
 
What is a University if not an idea?  An idea that the truth of humanity and nature can be sought
through dialogue and the careful examination of experience.  An idea that is resilient over the
millennia, but one so fragile that it may vanish at the gasp of those who might presume to claim
ownership. 
  
What is a University if not it’s people?  It’s academics, it’s students and the community drawn to
the inspiration of its ideals.  The core ideal, that in coming together we are inspired by the pursuit
of truth and wisdom through open and fearless dialogue. 
  
What is a University without place?  A place that shapes ethos, tradition and people.  A place that
is not confected and sterile in sameness, nor as intangible as the idea itself.  But a physical
environment that brings together the ideal of the University and the people, in unity with the
University’s past, present and future. 
  
The great Universities of the world are defined by place and ethos.  They seek not to constrain the
ideal of a University, the people or the place.  They achieve their unique identity through evolution
and accord, not division, whim or financial expediency. 
  
What is the University of Tasmania if not the ideal made real by its people and place.  A place-
based University in our island State, shaped by millennia of human experience within our unique
and quintessentially Australian environment.  We are a university with our feet immersed in the
Southern Ocean and our arms outstretched to the Mountains and stars above.  A University that
reaches out to its community in partnership, not grasping in self interest.  This is our ethos, our



ideal. 
  
What is the Sandy Bay Campus of the University of Tasmania?  It is nothing if not the
embodiment of place.  From the shores of the Derwent to its wooded mountain foothills, it
embodies the spirit of a uniquely Tasmanian university that speaks for all Tasmanians.  It reaches
out to a city founded by colonists in 1804, yet it is placed within an environment known to
traditional custodians; within a landscape that pays respect, through its harmonious transition
from sea to mountain. 
  
The Sandy Bay Campus is a jewel in the crown of the University of Tasmania.  It is uniquely
Tasmanian.  It is a cultural centre and a learning centre.   It’s broad acreage and scope for
renewal is self evident, it’s location promotes the University of Tasmania’s unique identity and
ethos.  
  
Over decades of natural interaction and academic development partnerships have been forged in
a fit for purpose fashion with the Hobart city and throughout Tasmania more broadly.  These
partnerships have occurred by evolution, and always the Sandy Bay Campus has rightly remained
a hub of University activity and academic life in Hobart.  So it should remain.   
  
That successive iterations of University leadership have not invested in, nor adequately
maintained the Sandy Bay Campus infrastructure provides no justification for the proposed
divesting of the Sandy Bay Campus in favour of the city move.  The wholesale move to the CBD
appears to respect the needs of our city as little as it does the needs and future of our University. 
 
 
Conclusion 

Improvements to the legislated governance processes, structures and accountabilities related to
the University Act are required to ensure the long-term success and sustainability of the
University as an engaged, high quality Tasmanian academic institution. 

Yours sincerely

Professor John Burgess
MBBS, MD, GAICD, PhD, FRACP
| Professor of Endocrinology
| School of Medicine, University of Tasmania
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