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Submission to Legislative Council Enquiry into Provisions of University of Tasmania 
Act 1992 
Author Ian Howard 

1 INTRODUCTION - AUTHOR IAN HOWARD 
My name is Ian Howard and am a resident of Hobart. I graduated in Engineering 
from UTAS in Engineering in 1968. Following two years National Service during the 
Vietnam War I worked in many positions in the pulp and paper industry throughout 
Australia and overseas including construction, maintenance, operations in pulp and 
paper manufacture and forestry before transitioning to general management 
including strategic planning, sales, marketing, supply chain and IT. 

2 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Since returning to Tasmania in 2007 I have become increasingly concerned with the 
performance of UTAS especially in its educational and community obligation 
outcomes, as well as lack of accountability and transparency in decision making. 

The unexpected 2019 announcement by UTAS of its intention to move from the 
Sandy Bay campus into the city quickly turned to reality with the acquisition of the 
K&D Warehouse and other city sites. 

Concern from some quarters led me to do some extensive research into the role of 
UTAS, its management structure, legislation under which it operates and the views 
of its many stakeholders. 

After extensive UTAS staff and recent graduate interviews, I wrote an article for the 
Mercury Newspaper titled University on a crash course to fail which was published 
as a Talking Point in the Mercury on 1 September 2021. This resulted in considerable 
public debate and letters to the editor, a Mercury editorial, comments by an ex-
premier David Bartlett and the eventual birth of the Save UTAS Campus campaign. 

It is apparent to me that the move to the city comes with great risk, as once it is 
completed and the Sandy Bay campus redeveloped, any failure in outcomes will be 
extremely difficult to reverse. 

The outcomes of my interviews with students and staff are detailed on the following 
pages and show widespread concerns and lack of meaningful engagement. 

The city move raises an endless list of unanswered questions about process, financial 
unknowns, lack of consideration of the broader community picture, and concerns 
about the roles/responsibilities of Hobart City Council and the State Government. 
I’ve sought to analyse these critical issues throughout this submission. 

It addition, I’ve reviewed the Act under which UTAS operates, and have offered a 
number of modifications, (should it be resolved that change is needed), that reflect 
my view of the way forward.  

While I can see that UTAS is undertaking media strategies and consultative processes 
about the city move, signs of any actual backdown or concessions are not apparent. 
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3 SUBMISSION METHODOLOGY 

Instead of commencing with an analysis of the current 1992 legislation I have 
approached the issue by listing and analyzing my concerns, especially during the last 
three years, and asking the Select Committee if in their opinion these matters raised 
in these concerns are considered good for UTAS and Tasmania, or detrimental. 

If they are seen to be detrimental by the Select Committee, I have identified 
shortcomings in the legislation together with suggested amendments, that will help 
towards a good outcome. 

As part of this analysis, I have made suggestions as to the current role of the State 
Government and where I consider improvements are essential. 

 
4 ISSUES OF CONCERN 
 4.1 University Rankings.  

UTAS being established in 1890 is the 4th oldest of the major universities following 
Sydney 1850, Melbourne 1853 and Adelaide in 1874 

There are now 42 Universities in Australia with UTAS currently ranked 21 on 
University Rankings. The higher the score the lower the ranking. 

Most younger universities have overtaken Tasmania with recent historical records 
showing a declining trend.  

UTAS Trend 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2022 

Rank 10 19 17 22 21 

These rankings are based on factors including teaching, research, employability of 
graduates. 

Clearly there is a historical and continuing downward trend in UTAS performance. 
This reflects on the management of UTAS. 

 
4.2 Student Interviews 
Colleagues and myself interviewed a number of recently graduated engineering 
students. Whilst having praise for individual staff members they were critical of the 
following: 

• The poor level of teaching equipment upgrades meaning experience was 
not gained on current industry equipment likely to be found in the 
workplace. 

• The increasing use of online experience reducing hands on practical 
experience. This cannot be solely attributed to covid restrictions as UTAS 
was slower to return than other Tasmanian educational facilities and 
stated policy in many faculties is not to return to previous face to face 
hours across most faculties presumably as a cost saving measure.  
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• The number of overseas students in the faculty with poor English 
language skills resulting in less efficient teaching and those students 
making lesser contributions to assignments and practical experiments. 

• The reduced role of compulsory vacation vocational employment where 
valuable real-life experiences with working engineers is gained. 

         
4.3 Staff Feedback 
 A small number of staff were interviewed, whose main concerns were: 

• Lack of engagement in meaningful discussion with UTAS management. 
• No notice taken when and if feedback is requested. 
• Lack of security in employment with high staff casualization. 
• Fear to comment on UTAS issues because of repercussions. 

             
 4.4 UTAS Management Transparency and Accountability 
The management structure of UTAS is similar to that of many public and private 
organizations. There is a Chancellor (Chairman of the board) Vice Chancellor 
(Managing Director) and Council (Board directors executive and non-executive) 

Unlike these other organizations the performance of the UTAS management is 
subject at present to little scrutiny: 

• There are no public performance targets to be assessed against. 
• There are no annual meetings where stakeholders and customers can 

question the board. 
• There is no shareholder approval of executive salaries. 
• There is no shareholder re-election of board members 
• UTAS Management selects council members (with the exception of two 

state government nominees) who are often its own graduates so a 
perception of groupthink and agreement to the VC’s initiatives pervades. 

• There are no board papers minutes available to scrutinize the UTAS 
activities. 

• In reality UTAS’s only obligations are to conform to the 1992 Act the 
subject of this enquiry and hence its importance.  

• Other than the need to seek Sate Government approval to borrow funds 
it’s almost a law unto itself. Interestingly this latter provision has been 
recently bypassed since 2017 by having the Spark Living Consortium 
finance capital building works in exchange for the future student rental 
income. This allows UTAS not to borrow the capital, nor have the assets 
on its balance sheet and hence bypass normal State Government 
approval. 

• The only other permissions required are that of the Hobart City Council 
building approvals on an ad hoc basis where the HCC secretly agreed to 
“collaborate“ with UTAS on its move to the city.  
 

4.5 Strategic Development Plan  
Over the last three years the public has become aware of a large development plan 
whereby UTAS intends to relocate all the remaining Sandy Bay activities to the city 
concentrated along Melville Street to allow the complete redevelopment of the 
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Sandy Bay site for high density residential precinct with a scattering of community 
facilities.  

To put this in some perspective the area of the Sandy Bay development is 54 ha. This 
area superimposed on the Hobart CBD is illustrated below to give some scale to the 
plan. 

 

     
  

It covers an equivalent area bounded by Macquarie Street, Barrack Street, Melville 
Street and Campbell Street. The housing development is to have a population 
density of 10 times the surrounding suburbs, with a number of the buildings being 
eight stories high. 

Some questions arising from this development plan when considered in light of the 
current legislation, are: 

• Why did this plan only become public once the HCC had already approved 
plans for individual components of the city plan? 

• Was this plan approved or even submitted to the state government. 
• Was state government permission required or received for a project of 

this scale 
• Was the HCC ever consulted before the zoning application for Sandy Bay 

applied for and subsequently withdrawn. 
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• Did the state government representatives on UTAS Council discuss this 
plan with their State Government sponsors? 

• All the above questions also apply to the city development except for this 
development there was never an overview plan released or consulted on, 
but rather an ad hoc building-by-building approval sought from the HCC 
with even today staff and students being told they have to move. No 
details of planned facilities nor locations are available nor timing. 

• There has never been a released business case for this plan, be it in 
educational outcomes, student and staff demand, financial stability or 
any other key stakeholder desire. 

There was a Flipping Book published which purported to justify the 
move. 

This document was of poor standard such that any large successful 
enterprise would not even consider the strategy based on the standard 
and scope of the content. Examples were: - 

o A claim staff and students supported the concept, whereas the 
only survey ever conducted on the move question was organised 
by the National Tertiary Education Union and showed, with the 
exception of parking, that 56 % of students were satisfied with 
the Sandy Bay campus, 75 % opposed a city move whilst 16 % 
supported it. 

o For staff the numbers were 81 and 16 % respectively 
o Similarly, there was a Sandy Bay Building Condition and 

Functionality Survey published, covering the 20 existing main 
buildings. These had an average age of 49.7 years with claims 
they were old, under maintained and not fit for purpose. Below is 
a summary of recent UTAS purchases showing the purchased 
stock at average estimated age of 61 is much older and generally 
less maintained than the Sandy Bay buildings. See Table P 5. 

o Given the cost of replacing and upgrading on city land of higher 
value capital cost cannot be the justification. The Sandy Bay plan 
shows most of the existing stock is to be refurbished as 
residential. If there had been regular maintenance at Sandy Bay 
instead of money spent purchasing now vacant city buildings, 
they could with some refurbishment, fill all student and staff 
needs. Consistent with these supporting elements in the Flipping 
Book they don’t stand up to scrutiny. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Page 6 of 10 
 

 
UTAS CITY 
PURCHASES    

    Rev. 0  23-07-2022 
     

Buildings 
Estimated 

Build  Age Purchase Comments  
Purchased Date   Cost $ M   
Fountainside Motel 1963 60 ?  Vacant? 
Mid City Motel   Est 50 28.5  For Lease 

Forestry Melville St 
1933 ( Dome 

1990) 89 15 Valued at $5 M 
K and D Melville     30  Sport temporary 
Argyle St Various 2015    50 + 9.8 Car parking.  

Melville St 2015 NA 
Est. 
60 8.8 

Demolished and replaced 2020. 
Accommodation 

Average City  Purchase  
Ave. 
61 92.1   

       

UTAS Sandy Bay  
Ave 
49  

See UTAS Sandy Bay. Condition 
and Functionality  

     Report July 2018 20 Buildings 

UTAS Buildings Domain 
Commenced 

1890     
Move to Sandy Bay commenced 
1950's 

 
 

 Had the clause 11(2) of the 1952 act not been removed in the drafting 
of the 1992 act the current conflict between UTAS and citizens of 
Hobart could not have occurred. “The said land or any part thereof 
shall not at any time be sold, mortgaged, or otherwise disposed of, 
and if the said land ceases to be used for the purposes of the 
university it shall revert to and revest in His Majesty.” 

 
4.6 Consulting with stakeholders 
In my travels within Australia and extensively overseas over a period of thirty years 
never have I witnessed a city become so divided about a university it hosts. 

A day rarely passes without letters or articles in the local press commenting on the 
university the large majority of which are disturbed with the university’s actions be it 
staff morale, student disillusionment, parent questions, retailer concerns combined 
with bursts of UTAS PR which never addresses the issues raised. 

Save UTAS posters have popped up in prominent locations, a 1000+ Save UTAS 
Campus group has formed and a public meeting in the City Hall passed various 
motions calling for the city move correspondence with HCC to be made public, that 
the HCC withdraw its unconditional support and that a plebiscite vote be held on the 
city move coincident with the October 2022 council elections. This has been 
confirmed. 

The Chancellor and Vice Chancellor attended the public meeting. 
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UTAS in attempting to state its case has undertaken the following: 
• Interviews on radio with VC Black. 
• Advertisements in the Mercury newspaper. 
• Consultant interviews in the Sandy Bay Bowls Club on the Sandy Bay site 

plans. 
• The hiring of ex-Mayor and politician Sue Hickey to assist their PR 

campaign. 
• Recently planned establishment of an 80-person consultative group to 

discuss ways of reducing public rejection of the Sandy Bay sale and city 
relocation. 

All of these initiatives are announced as wanting to consult with and listen to the 
citizens of Hobart, but over the last three years there has been negligible evidence of 
these processes modifying the UTAS plans. To my knowledge the only concession 
has been modifications to new buildings in Melville Street to facilitate ground floor 
retail space. As recently as this month (July 2022) the VC has stated that no matter 
what the feedback from their selected panel UTAS intends to proceed anyway. This 
being the case, why establish the group? 

This behavior characterizes an organization which is effectively answerable to no-
one, that believes that as long as they abide with certain planning and legislated 
requirements, they can do as they like. This highlights the importance of reviewing 
the 1992 Act. 

 

5  STATE GOVERNMENT ROLE 
5.1 Financial Assistance and Responsibilities 
The UTAS Report for Calendar 2020 states Section 2.2 that State and Local 
Government provided $28.2 M to UTAS. This is a significant amount in UTAS’s 
$700M+ annual revenue. 

Correspondence between state politicians and some of my colleagues commencing 
two years ago indicates that most members are unaware of these payments, believe 
that UTAS answers to the Federal Government and are surprised that there is state 
legislation covering UTAS. Attempts to raise UTAS issues with state government and 
opposition members of both houses inevitably brings the response “Not our area or 
problem”. 

The 1992 Act under Functions Section 6 (g) states 
“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. “  

This statement could paraphrase the mission statement of the State Government so 
clearly the state government under the current act or an amended act has a key role 
in overseeing UTAS. 
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5.2 Abrogation of State Responsibilities. 
A partnership between UTAS and the State Government was signed in August 2015 
setting out five high level objectives including  

• Access and attainment. 
• Economic Impact. 
• Internationalization. 
• A Modern economy. 
• Revitalized Regions. 

 

The General Section States: 

Nothing in this document: 

• is to give rise to any legally enforceable rights and obligations as between 
the parties; 

• creates any legal liability of any kind as between the parties; 
• requires a party to negotiate any matter in any way contrary to its own 

interests or requirements; 
• is intended to prevent, is to be taken to prevent or prevents, the free 

exercise by the Governor, by any member of the Executive Council, or by 
any Minister of the Crown, of any duties or authorities of his or her office. 

 
The interaction of this agreement and the 1992 Act is not clear but what is clear is 
that the state government should not sit back and do nothing whilst the following 
actions by UTAS and the HCC are attempted 

• Allow UTAS to commence an unpublished strategy which affects the 
whole of Tasmania’s future education outcomes.  

• The complete change of character of the state capital. 
• Re purpose 54 ha of Sandy Bay to change it from a garden located 

modern complete university to a high-density residential complex with 
buildings up to eight stories high. 

• Alienate a high portion of Hobarts population together with its retail and 
tourism industry. 

• Disenfranchise the majority of Tasmania’s population as to the future of 
university education and the character and role of the state capital.  

• By default, allow the HCC which represents a small portion of Hobart’s 
population to authorize building by building based on planning laws and 
hence to become the approval authority for all the above. 

• The HCC should never be placed in this position which is occurring 
because of a complete abrogation of State Government leadership and 
lack of concern about the city character and Tasmania’s higher education 
future. 
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6  SUITABILITY OF CURRENT 1992 LEGISLATION 
6.1 Current Situation 
Clearly the current situation outlined above is not acceptable to the current 
University of Tasmania stakeholders be they staff, parents, alumni, students, 
employers, nearby residents and retailers in the Hobart CBD.  

Analysis of the situation shows there are a number contributing factors allowing this 
situation to arise and continue: 

• The attitude of management of UTAS determined to continue this plan 
despite the distress it is causing to a significant number of Tasmanians. 

• The absence of a cogent publicly stated and approved case to support 
their actions. 

• The lack of enunciated policy toward this situation by the current 
Tasmanian government. 

• The failure of UTAS in fiscal decision making and accountability 
• Inadequate provisions in the current 1992 Act to prevent this situation 

continuing now or in the future should the current or future governments 
face similar actions by UTAS 

6.2 Role of the Select Committee 
The remit of this committee has arisen because of concern at the five issues above. 
The committee can directly address the last dot point. 

 
7  RECOMMENDED AMENDMENTS TO THE ACT 

My suggestions as to how assessment and recommended amendments to the act 
must contain the following provisions:- 

7.1 An investigation as to the reason(s) the original 1952 legislation had 
the following key clause omitted in 1992 "The said land or any part 
thereof shall not at any time be sold, mortgaged, or otherwise 
disposed of, and if the said land ceases to be used for the purposes of 
the university it shall revert to and revest in His Majesty.” 
Should there be no valid reason for this omission then the clause be re 
inserted to protect now and into the future the intent of the original 
land grant of crown land made to UTAS.  
If this cannot be accommodated then in the 1992 Act Function 7.1 (a) 
“to acquire, hold and dispose of real and personal property” to be 
amended such that this can only be done if in Tasmania with State 
Government approval. 

7.2       UTAS Council meetings minutes be made public not more than one  
  month after the last meeting. The only exceptions to the release of all 

content being items relating to the appointment of senior staff, 
disciplinary matters and other sensitive HR issues. 

7.3  There be an annual public general meeting at which the Chancellor, 
Vice Chancellor and UTAS Council members present an annual report 
of the UTAS performance, outlook and most importantly answer 
questions from the public. 
Guidelines are to be established as to minimum compulsory topics to 
be reported on at this meeting. 
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  7.4 The state government establish a state funded ombudsperson to 
whom stakeholders can take their concerns on a confidential basis 
without fear of their actions prejudicing their relationship with UTAS. 
This person to present an annual report to State Parliament and have 
direct access to the Vice Chancellor. 

7.5 The state minister for education in appointing the two State        
representatives to the UTAS council ensure their actions on the 
council clearly reflect those of the government. This requires the 
removal of clause 8 (3) A member of the Council is responsible and 
accountable to the Council rather than to any constituent body by 
which he or she was appointed or elected. This latter clause locks out 
the independent thoughts and stated opinions of a council member 
and effectively silences any dissenting public views. Council members 
to add value to the council should be free to discuss issues and 
influence stakeholder opinion. 

7.6 The scale of the attempted relocation of UTAS and redevelopment of 
the Sandy Bay site should be classified as a Major Project under state 
planning policies such as has been applied to the Bridgewater Bridge 
and not default to the HCC to consider under narrow planning rules 
pertaining to single site developments such as a new city building. 

7.7 That UTAS be required to seek prior approval from the State 
Government prior to undertaking any significant actions which affects 
the educational outcomes of UTAS or the physical re organization of 
its assets.  

 
 

Ian Howard. 
3 August 2022 
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University on a crash course to fail
Ian Howard

The University of Tasmania is failing the state on a number of fronts and its plan to move into
Hobart’s CBD is a disaster waiting to happen,

APPLYING normal tests of an enterprise reveals the University of Tasmania is failing the state
and has done in recent years.

Let’s consider some objectives that are or should be the measure of whether Tasmanians are
getting value for money.

On school education Tasmania consistently lags the country in primary and secondary school
outcomes, confirmed by NAPLAN, testing with UTAS providing the majority of the training for
teaching staff.

Community health in Tasmania lags the nation while UTAS is responsible for training the
majority of doctors, nurses and allied health professionals.

On the question of stakeholder influence and transparency, UTAS is managed by a chancellor,
vicechancellor and council, which in reality are the chairman, managing director and board of a
company. The stakeholders who provide the $700m a year to fund the operations are the
federal, state and local governments together with student fees and paid research. These
stakeholders have a limited role in UTAS appointments and control for their financial
contribution, with UTAS appointing its own key leadership and council members. In a public
company, shareholders vote for the reappointment or not of board members and executive
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salaries. There are no public KPIs that measure UTAS performance and, unlike all other states,
where there are competing universities, in Tasmania UTAS has a monopoly.

This lack of competition puts added onus on UTAS to pursue Tasmania’s interests.

Tasmania relies heavily on agriculture, manufacturing, mining, forestry and tourism but there is
limited experience in these fields on the UTAS council. The majority of council members are
UTAS graduates; it is not beneficial to any organisation to have this level of in-house-educated
staff of influence, leading to potential group thinking and loyalty.

There is no required annual public forum where stakeholders can question the UTAS chancellors
or council members on their performance.

No business or institution can prosper without a high level of staff and customer satisfaction –
the customers in this case are the under- and postgraduate students with a small amount of
customerfunded research.

From union surveys and letters to this newspaper, there seem to be four main concerns held by
this staff and student group.

Firstly, casualisation of the staff, both academic and service; secondly, lack of faceto-face
access to lectures, laboratories and tutorials during Covid in 2020 while all other Tasmanian
education facilities reopened rapidly; thirdly, the high number of overseas students, many with
insufficient English language skills, which hinders lectures, tutorials and team activities, and;
fourthly, the controversial plans to move the functions of the university to the CBD with little
justification.

Interesting that the only publicly available data of student and staff satisfaction with this move
was compiled by the National Tertiary Education Union, which showed that with the exception
of parking 56 per cent of students were satisfied with the current campus in Sandy Bay in
contrast to 75 per cent of students opposed to the city move, with 16 per cent in support. For
staff, the numbers were 81 per cent and 16 per cent respectively.

Staff and students I have spoken to are mystified by the decision but with staff reductions under
way and casualisation increasing, many feel they cannot publicly question the move without
repercussions.

The proposed CBD move is a crucial issue because, unlike other concerns, once fully
committed to, it will be the hardest and most costly to rectify when failure occurs.

Tasmania University was established in 1846 and concentrated its activities on the Domain.
With ageing buildings, greatly increased student numbers and the need for a cohesive single
location with sporting and accommodation colleges, the campus progressively relocated to the
site in Sandy Bay. There it has prospered for more than 60 years.

This Sandy Bay site remains the object of jealousy of many other Australian universities with its
extensive picturesque grounds, sporting fields, spacious laboratories, relatively new buildings,
onsite accommodation and, importantly, the ability of students from all faculties to meet to
exchange ideas and socialise.

Vice-chancellor Daryl Le Grew (2003-10) who had an architectural background and a desire to
make a mark on university history, announced the relocation of all the main Sandy Bay activities
to the city. Since then, successive vice-chancellors and councils have continued to pursue this
plan as if it is set in stone. Recently UTAS published a “flipbook” – a supposed business case to
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belatedly answer the community concerns that there were no obvious educational or business
reasons to justify this decision and the estimated $400m cost. The quality of data, unsupported
statements and omissions in the publicity document would in my corporate experience never
have been submitted to the board of a transparent public company, let alone approved. This
document is very disappointing because UTAS actually lectures in business studies and awards
Masters of Business Administration.

There appears to be a series of flawed ideas supporting the plan – namely, a city campus will
revitalise the Hobart CBD; the great universities such as Harvard, Stanford, Sydney and
Melbourne have city locations; Sandy Bay buildings are old; and there will be mutual cultural
advantages.

The aforementioned universities, of course, didn’t establish in cities but rather were enveloped
by the cities as they grew. Their sandstone buildings are much older than UTAS’s 1950s and
later structures yet are still in use.

If there are issues with current UTAS buildings it’s due to lack of maintenance and
refurbishment, not their age. Part of the city move is to reoccupy the Domain deemed too old in
the 1950s.

The recent justification program by UTAS makes vague statements about parking, open space,
public transport and meeting places for the CBD, all of which it assumes will be provided by the
state government and Hobart City Council, which have made no such commitments and are
unlikely to do so.

Meanwhile, retailers are upset at the plan and to reduce HCC objections the uni is making ex
gratia payments to compensate for rates.

There is a recent concession to retailers to provide leasable retail space on the UTAS street-
facing ground floors of future developments.

This brings us to today where Law, Accounting, Fine Arts and Business Studies are already in
the city but the Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths – with their requirements for large
equipment, laboratories, large vehicle access, noise abatement, fume discharge and often
single-storey needs

– are left at Sandy Bay, where social areas, cafes and other services are being closed around
them.

If that is not enough, UTAS is left with two large, effectively unoccupied new residential facilities
in Melville St, the Forestry Tasmania building is boarded up, the railway roundabout Fountain
Side accommodation is empty and recent attempts to lease the Mid-City Hotel and a large
vacant block on the Argyle-Melville St corner.

There are no up-to-date publicly available figures on the financial impact of all this. It appears
UTAS is converting the Hobart CBD into a ghost town.

The citizens of Hobart and stakeholders should demand answers from the university as to why
this clearly discredited strategy continues to be pursued with negligible stakeholder support,
disgruntled city retailers, empty buildings, declining overseas student numbers and vague
statements on infrastructure development.

So, what’s to be done to arrest this progressing train wreck?
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Firstly, the university must seriously listen to the stakeholders and then undertake and release a
realistic post-Covid future student plan incorporating vastly reduced overseas students and
more Australian students. It must keep the yetto-be-relocated faculties at Sandy Bay with
upgrades to equipment and facilities for the STEM subjects. It has to sell off the excess
property holdings in the CBD and devote its management time and saved expenditure to its
prime mission, which is improving the lives of Tasmanians.

Ian Howard is a retired engineer living in Hobart who graduated at UTAS in 1968. He had a
successful 35-year career in engineering, sales and marketing
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