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It is thirty years since the University of Tasmania Act was externally reviewed, and in that time 
Universities have radically changed. It is therefore timely for the Tasmanian Legislative Council 
to hold an Inquiry into its provisions. Over this period, Universities have become ideological 
battlegrounds as a result of the corporatisation of higher education. This corporatisation has 
significantly undermined their traditional roles as centres for knowledge creation and 
dissemination, and as exemplars of the values of academic freedom and autonomy. As 
Emeritus Professor Malpas points out in his submission, these values are widely 
acknowledged as a cornerstone of democracy.   

It is also essential to note that one of the most significant pressures impinging on the 
corporatisation of Universities has been the decline in federal government funding, which, as 
a percentage of University revenue, has almost halved since the 1980s (Littleton 2022). These 
forces form the backdrop for this Inquiry. 

I commenced my employment in the Tasmanian tertiary sector over three decades ago, and 
have observed the effects of this changing economic and political environment. By the time I 
retired at the end of 2017, the University had been transformed in ways that significantly 
compromise its core mandate.  

The exponential growth in student numbers that Universities have experienced has not been 
matched by an increase in government funding. One response has been the introduction of 
new models of teaching that have undermined teaching quality, including the pedagogical 
relationship between teaching staff and students.  Conditions for staff have also changed. 
While a degree of regulation and performance standards are necessary, these are now so 
onerous and top-down that they negatively impact both teaching and research. The pressure 
to meet these demands has undermined the sense of community that formerly existed within 
the University, and facilitated instrumentalism, disengagement, and a loss of connection to 
colleagues and the student community.   

The precarity of employment associated with the casualisation of the University workforce 
also makes it hard for academics to speak out on matters of teaching quality, research goals 
and administrative decision-making. This has occurred alongside an increasingly centralised, 
managerialist administration, and the erosion of structures for academic staff to contribute 
meaningfully to decision-making forums. Consequently, staff are now largely excluded from 
decision-making processes, resulting in a widespread and demoralising sense of 
disempowerment. I also believe there have been instances where staff who have spoken out 
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against decisions they believed were misguided or harmful, have experienced significant 
conflict in their relationship with senior management, and that this may have contributed to 
their resignation.  

The result of these changes is a loss of collegiality, low morale, cynicism, and an environment 
that is increasingly atomised and anonymous. This is not conducive to either teaching or 
research which thrive best in environments that encourage the exchange of ideas, meaningful 
engagement with students, trust in senior decision-making, and secure and supportive 
employment.  

Many of these issues are not unique to the University of Tasmania, but occur across the 
University sector. More than this, the trend towards the corporatisation of higher education is 
a global one. While this undoubtedly places limits on the State's capacity to resist this trend, 
our strengths as an island community, together with the University's unique status as the only 
University physically located here, provides an opportunity to mitigate the worst of its effects.  

The most obvious way in which this can be achieved is to strengthen the checks and balances 
operating within decision-making processes. Some of the ways in which this might be 
achieved include ensuring the University Act establishes robust mechanisms for:  

1. the views of academic staff and students to be heard, and taken account of, especially
through Council and Academic Senate (Terms of Reference 2)

2. greater transparency in executive and academic decision-making in relation to both the
University community (staff and students) and the wider Tasmanian community (Terms of
Reference 3)

3. greater executive accountability for administrative, fiscal and academic decision-making,
to both the academic community and the broader Tasmanian community (Terms of
Reference 3)

4. detailed financial reports including salary arrangements for senior executives, to be made
public in a timely manner (Terms of Reference 3)

5. the appointment of an independent Ombudsman with powers to investigate staff and
student complaints, including allegations of harrassment, sexual and behavioural
misconduct and limitations on academic freedom (Terms of Reference 4).

This account of the changes that have taken place at the University is a predominantly 
negative one, so before concluding I wish to acknowledge that there is also much to commend 
the University. In particular, there are many, many dedicated staff who are driven by the 
belief that their work makes a positive contribution to society and whose vision for the 
University is one where critical thinking can thrive, where young and older people can be 
nurtured through the dissemination of knowledge, and where values of autonomy, inclusion, 
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independence and democracy prevail. It is the perceived threat to these characteristics that is 
driving much of the current debate about the future of the University. 

Finally, I wish to acknowledge my sense of responsibility in speaking out. As an Adjunct 
Professor, there is little personal risk in telling the truth as I see it. That is not the case for 
current employees of the University, who, (as can occur in other areas of employment), may 
be concerned that publicly sharing their experiences and views may negatively impact on their 
career. I hope this factor will be taken into account by the Select Committee. 

Adjunct Associate Professor Daphne Habibis 
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