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Submission to the Tasmanian Legislative Council’s Inquiry into the Provisions of the 

University of Tasmania Act (1992) 

Michael Bennett 

I would like to make a submission to the Tasmanian Legislative Council’s Inquiry into the 

Provisions of the University of Tasmania Act (1992). I welcome Parliament’s interest in 

issues of the governance of the University of Tasmania and its implications for its reputation 

in teaching and research and its capacity to work, in a sustainable way, in the best interests of 

the state. 

I worked at the University of Tasmania full time from 1977 until 2014. I am currently 

Emeritus Professor of History, Life Member of Clare Hall, University of Cambridge and 

Fellow of the Australian Academy of the Humanities. I have held a range of positions of 

responsibility and leadership at UTAS, including Head of School of History and Classics and 

Academic Dean of Humanities. For some twenty years I was a member (elected, later ex 

officio) of the Professorial Board/Academic Senate, and served two terms on the University 

Council, including on its Budget and Planning Committee. 

Although formally retired and remote (like most current staff!) from the inner workings of 

the university, I am still engaged in research and teaching. I am kept informed about what is 

happening in the College of Arts, Law and Education at UTAS. From colleagues and contacts 

in the academic world, I have a broad knowledge and some insight into developments and 

trends in the university sector nationally and internationally. 

UTAS in the news: reputational damage 

I imagine that members of the Tasmanian Parliament, who are attentive to the interests of the 

state and have oversight of UTAS through the University of Tasmania Act (1992), must be 

greatly concerned about the reputational damage UTAS is suffering at present. 

In the last few weeks, as I was wondering whether to make a submission, my resolve to do so 

was confirmed by reflection on the striking contrast between, on the hand, UTAS’s arrogant, 

complacent and selective representation of itself (in its media statements and recently 
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released Annual Report for 2021) and, on the other, the concerns of current staff and students 

and UTAS’s visible decline and tanking reputation (as evidenced in the community and in 

newspaper commentary).  

I instance here reports in the national press in August. 

Even as memories of the scandals surrounding UTAS’s last Vice-Chancellor linger, Campus 

Review (10 Aug 22) reports the disgrace of UTAS’s former Deputy Vice-Chancellor, who 

has resigned her position at the University of New England in the face of allegations and 

criminal charges of assault and racism. It makes one wonder about the capacity of the 

University Council to make good appointments and the character, priorities, wisdom and 

work ethic of recent members of UTAS’s senior management team. 

Inside and outside the university sector, there is bewilderment and concern about the 

proliferation of deputy vice-chancellors, pro-vice-chancellors, and senior managers all wih 

far higher salaries than the Premier of Tasmania. While universities have become larger and 

more complex institutions, there have been no corresponding economies of scale (as one sees 

with CEOs in business). Their salaries are significantly higher than counterparts in the USA 

(where leading researchers and star teachers have the high salaries) and UK (where 

management salaries have been capped). 

There is then the issue of UTAS’s performance in student enrolments. While noting ongoing 

challenges, especially the collapse of the international market, UTAS managers do not 

acknowledge their own failures. A few years ago, they took credit and salary bonuses for 

growing international enrolments, without acknowledging the simple attraction of UTAS, 

designated a regional institution, for overseas students seeking an easier path to permanent 

residence. They certainly disclaim responsibility for over-dependence on one sector of the 

market and policies that ran down teaching and research programmes at UTAS that did not 

attract overseas students.  

In the Annual Report for 2021, UTAS boasts its success in maintaining enrolments, without 

acknowledging the nationwide resilience in enrolments during the pandemic, when students 

lacked other options, and the Federal Government’s encouragement of short courses, which 

have proliferated at UTAS, many of which will prove unsustainable. It trumpets its increase 
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in interstate enrolments without specifying whether this is an increase in students coming to 

Tasmania (which is doubtful) or rather an increase in the take-up on online courses like the 

hurriedly assembled short course and the Diploma in Family History, with its large enrolment 

of retirees. It boasts the first applications to UTAS from students at some regional high 

schools, without noting that this breakthrough simply reflected the fact that the State 

Government has recently made Year 11 and 12 available in some high schools. There is no 

mention of a more troubling phenomenon, the continuing loss of many of Tasmanian students 

with high ATAR scores to mainland universities. 

Absent from its media releases is the revelation that UTAS in 2022 is leading the way in 

dropping admission standards. One recent article on universities setting a low bar to sub-par 

students, reported that “the minimum Australian Tertiary Admission Rank entry scores for a 

bachelor degree in education last year ranged [upwards] from 39 at the University of 

Tasmania” and another article reported that “UTAS admitted architecture students with an 

ATAR of just 44” (Weekend Australian, 20 Aug 2022, Campus Review, 10 Aug 2022). There 

can be good reasons, of course, for taking individual students with low ATAR scores but it is 

troubling to see UTAS at the bottom of the table in education and architecture. It can do 

nothing to address the general reputational damage and reverse the tendency for more able 

students and their parents to seek places at leading institutions on the mainland. 

Above all, of course, there is the almost daily assault on UTAS’s reputation in the press in 

relation to its relocation plans. It is striking to see how many people, coming from a range of 

backgrounds and perspectives, have not accepted the claims of UTAS and indeed show them 

to be bogus. From the outset, the plain was built on specious assertions about the changing 

nature of UTAS, the lack of fitness for purpose of the facilities of Sandy Bay, the value of 

consolidation of campus, and better access to students from the outer suburbs. The UTAS has 

never won support from the generality of the staff or students for this move and a growing 

section of the population, especially former graduates, deplore it. It has no social licence for 

imposing itself on the city and, as the plans for Sandy Bay become better known, is causing 

outrage in the suburbs adjacent to the proposed development. 

The Fitness of the University Act 
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The University Act would seem generally fit for purpose. Assuming a common 

understanding of the nature of the University and its mission to advance knowledge and make 

provision for higher education in the State, it provides for a council as governing body and a 

senate to advise on academic matters. The Vice-Chancellor and the executive are subject to 

the council in major matters and are expected to work collegially with the academic senate. 

The problem is that the Act assumes a Council that has the capacity to assess policy and 

oversee the management and a senate that can provide informed and frank advice on 

academic matters, that is matters relating to the core functions of the University.  

It is worth asking whether the framers of the Act would recognise as the University’s 

appropriate governing body a council. It is now about half the size it was at the time of the 

Act. The loss of elected members has been most marked. There is now only one elected 

senior academic and no elected members of alumni associations (stake-holders in the 

reputation of UTAS) or students. Many members, especially co-options by Council, seem to 

be the Vice-Chancellor’s picks. The Council is encouraged to see itself as supporting the 

Vice-Chancellor. Few members have any real expertise in higher education.  

The University Council has been remarkably silent on the issue of relocation. The new 

Chancellor, like the former Chancellor, is now being brought into champion the cause but it 

is disconcerting to hear the same specious arguments without any real engagement with the 

points made by critics of the proposal. The new Chancellor appears almost to be following 

the script of the old chancellor by starting with a statement as to her sentimental attachment 

to the Sandy Bay site that she, like the old Chancellor, had to set aside when she was made 

aware of how much the profile of the University had changed and that the University now 

needed new purpose-built facilities in the city.  

One revelation for them was the proportion of UTAS’s students studying online. This 

proportion has certainly grown. It does not mean, of course, that the number of students 

seeking a campus experience has diminished or indeed that the trend is going to continue. In 

the USA, it is still the norm for students to study of campus — and in many cases large 

campuses remote from city centres. In the UK, where some universities are persisting with 

the shift to online teaching, there is talk of the government withdrawing funding and some 

employers not recognising such qualifications. International students do not seem at all 
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impressed by the lack of campus life and, on the Sandy Bay, appear to the fore in seeking to 

restore it. 

In any case, there are real concerns about the dumbing down of online teaching and 

assessment and the narrowing opportunities for students to learn from each other in formal 

and informal settings. Academic fraud and the isolation of young people are significant 

problems. While some students prefer studying online, and may have good reasons to do so, 

every encouragement should be given for them to participate in campus life. For some time, 

however, UTAS has followed policies — as, for example, prohibiting teachers from receiving 

essays from students or handing them back in person — that discourage interaction between 

students and between students and staff.  

Academic Senate 

The Academic Senate was instituted to have a powerful voice in academic matters. While the 

legislation makes provision for such a collegial body, it avoids specifics as to its composition. 

The membership of the Senate has been subject to much change since the University Act 

(1992), which set it in place of the old Professorial Board, and again, after the independent 

Review of Administration and Policy-making Processes of the University of Tasmania (2000-

1) that was highly critical of the top-down management culture.

It is hard to strike a balance, on the one side, between a Senate large enough to be 

representative across a large and complex University and, on the other side, being sufficiently 

compact and experienced to effectively discuss academic issues. What is perhaps most 

critical is the involvement of senior academics who can be speak for their disciplines and are 

encouraged, perhaps through election, to represent wider university constituencies. One of 

the problems at present is that the management side of the university is most in evidence on 

the Academic Senate, extending from the Vice-Chancellor and senior management teams to 

the appointed heads of academic divisions, the Colleges and Schools into which UTAS is 

divided. The non-professorial staff on Academic Senate are naturally dependent for their 

career advancement on their line-managers. The Academic Senate is thus largely occupied 

with receiving reports from the Vice-Chancellor and approving recommendations from its 

sub-committees. 
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The decline in status and influence of the Academic Senate reflects changes in the wider 

University that has made it more authoritarian and less collegial. The Faculty structure has 

been largely dismantled, even as in Law where it was vigorously defended. The Heads of the 

Colleges and Heads of Schools (now amalgamations of several older schools and 

departments) are all appointed, and selected to follow the management line and support the 

latest policies, however ill-conceived or destructive. There are still professors but most of 

them have been internally promoted, sometimes on the grounds of academic excellence 

(especially in the sciences, where leading researchers score large grants) but more often for 

their readiness to impose new agendas and make cuts. Apart from the Head of School 

promoted for that purpose, there are now no professors in the School of Humanities, where 

there were four as recently as 2020.  

What can be done? 

I do not know whether the University Act can be usefully amended. It does seem odd, 

though, that while there is provision for removing the Chancellor there is no provision for 

removing the Vice-Chancellor. It would probably not be appropriate for the Act to be more 

specific in defining the composition of the University Council or Academic Senate, but it 

might be clearer about the roles it envisages for them. The problem is less whether UTAS 

needs new legislative direction or whether it honours the spirit of the existing legislation. 

Issues of transparency and accountability are very much to the fore. 

It may be that one approach would be for the Parliament to be rather more prescriptive about 

what it expects and does not expect (gloss and candy floss) from the Annual Report.  

It might require it to be clearer in its rationale and costing of the move from the Sandy Bay 

campus to the City, including perhaps the cost of the time spent by the Vice-Chancellor and 

his team on this issue and the attendant ‘consultation’ exercises and publicity. There needs to 

be some address to opportunity costs. The Sandy Bay campus has been run down for at least 

a decade, meaning ten cohorts of students have been short-changed, a situation likely to 

continue for another decade. It is hard to see why it would not have been cheaper (and caused 

less stress and disruption in the City) to build new infrastructure in Sandy Bay.  
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One of the oddest claims is that moving to the City is a move to future-proof the University 

when in fact it is going to be impossible to reproduce the amenities existing at Sandy Bay in 

the City let alone provide space for new developments. In her recent opinion piece, the 

Mayor of Hobart seems to recognise this point, especially in relation to scientific laboratories. 

One mind add here the capacity of the University to stage major conferences, which over the 

years have contributed to the University’s standing and the tourist economy. 

It would certainly appropriate to ask the University to report more fully on aspects of the 

budget, especially the balance between non-academic and academic expenditure. There needs 

to be some transparency as a significant administrative burden has been shifted to academics. 

There used to be administrative support for teaching and research that has now largely be put 

at the service of the managers. 

There needs to be more candid reporting of the size and quality of the student cohort and the 

size and qualifications and achievements of the staff. One observation from the disciplines 

that I know best is that whereas the schools grouped as School of Humanities had 2-5 

Fellows of the Australian Academy of Humanities (elected at a national level, with no local 

input) among its full-time staff it now has none. 

Thanks for your consideration. I would be happy to elaborate on any points 

Yours sincerely 

Emeritus Professor Michael Bennett 

 

 

 




