
Submission to Legislative Inquiry concerning the University of Tasmania Act 1992 

I would like to thank the Legislative Council for holding an inquiry into UTAS and the University Act of 
1992. In order to reach this point, you have been made aware by many voices in our community of 
disquieting happenings at UTAS. To simplify my submission, I have addressed the Terms of Reference 
in turn. 

Terms of Reference 2 and 3 

The constitution, role, powers and obligations of the Council and Academic Senate. 

The appropriateness of the Act to ensure accountable executive, fiscal and academic decision 
making. 

The Vice Chancellor of UTAS is in practice, accountable to no one. Until recently, Vice Chancellors of 
our universities were academics with a deep understanding of academia. They were accountable to 
their staff and their staff were accountable to them. There was a profound desire by all who worked 
there to perform the main functions of a university, those of teaching and research to the highest 
standards achievable. 

Funding to universities has been cut by federal governments, at the same time as a more corporate 
style of leadership has been imposed. This style of leadership is sometimes at the expense of 
academics (and students), without whom, the university would not exist. 

There is a major disconnect between the corporate management team at UTAS and the academics. 
There are corporate managers at UTAS who are operating under the impression that academics are 
incapable of being leaders. Being an academic is seen as a weakness by some members of the upper 
echelons of management at UTAS. This is evidenced by the fact that the number of academics with 
rigorous academic backgrounds who fill the top management positions at UTAS is shrinking while 
academics doing the work of the university are not trusted. They and the schools in which they work 
have very little autonomy to make their own informed decisions around their research and teaching. 

The University of Tasmania Act of 1992 does not ensure that the VC and their corporate 
management teams at UTAS are accountable either to the employees of the University or to a higher 
authority. 

The University Council in theory, should have some independence but in practice this is not working 
at UTAS. One would expect that the University Council would consist of members who have a 
profound understanding of universities and academia. Only three, out of fourteen (21%) listed 
members on the UTAS council have a background in academia. Only two of these (14%) work at 
UTAS. What are the consequences of having 86% of the University Council, including the Chancellor 
and Vice Chancellor, lacking an authentic understanding of academia (research and teaching) and 
therefore their true place in the future guidance and oversight of the university in our Tasmanian 
community? 

Following are some sections from the Act of 1992. 

The Act of 1992 

PART 1 - Preliminary 

Interpretation 

In this Act, unless the contrary intention appears – 
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academic staff means the Vice-Chancellor, Provost, any Deputy Vice-Chancellor, any Pro 
Vice-Chancellor and members of the staff of the University engaged, either full-time or for 
fractional time, in teaching and research, research only or teaching only but not including 
casual employees; 

This preliminary section of the act would seem to require that a Vice Chancellor of UTAS has a 
genuine academic background.  

PART 2 – The University 

Division 4  

Academic Senate, Officers and Visitor states that 

16 (2) The Vice-Chancellor is the chief academic and executive officer of the University. 

The position of Vice Chancellor requires oversight of all the functions of a university, both academic 
and executive. However, given that the university has a very powerful executive position, namely 
that of Chief Operating Officer, it would surely not be unreasonable to expect the university council 
to select an academic with an authentic and rigorous academic background to the position of Vice 
Chancellor. This would ensure a balanced leadership team, one that was qualified to lead an 
institution that exists to promote outstanding research and to teach students to the highest 
international standards. 

Who has oversight of the appointing of members of University Council, including the Chancellor? 

The Act of 1992 needs to be revised to give academics a voice in decision making, to return to them 
some agency. Furthermore, any revision of the Act must ensure that the people in leadership 
positions, whether they are members of the University Executive Team, Academic senate (which has 
been weakened), the University Council or the Vice Chancellor, are a body of people who have a 
profound understanding of, and respect for, the role that universities and their most important 
asset, the academics, play in our state and nation. The Act must make provision for determining the 
composition of the leadership teams to reflect the essential purposes of a university, those of 
teaching and research. Therefore, one would expect positions in the above list to be filled largely 
with academics, those with, often, national or international experience in teaching and research. 

UTAS is suffering from an abject failure in positive leadership from the Vice Chancellor, Professor 
Rufus Black and his corporate management team. 

The symptoms are many, hence this Legislative Council Inquiry 

But one of the fundamental and underlying reasons lies in a simple truth: neither the VC, Professor 
Rufus Black nor the previous provost, Professor Jane Long of UTAS, respect and model the 
university’s own Statement of Values. 

‘We subscribe to the fundamental values of honesty, integrity, responsibility, trust and 
trustworthiness, respect and self-respect and fairness and justice that act as the basis for 
collective principled action.’ 

Any organization can ultimately only be a reflection of its leader. 

If it is the VC and provost who are guilty of professional and ethical misconduct, to whom does one 
enter a complaint with the expectation of justice? Ironically, the provost (who has since resigned) 
was the one responsible for the University’s Behaviour Policy. 



But who is the Vice Chancellor accountable to? 

There is no provision in the Act for a Vice Chancellor to be dismissed which is a severe deficiency of 
the Act. The only reference is to be found under Division 4,  

Vice Chancellor 

16 (3) The terms and conditions subject to which a person is appointed to the office of Vice-   
Chancellor are as determined by the Council 

The University of Tasmania needs processes in place to ensure oversight of the performance and 
behaviour of a VC who is failing the University and hence the community of Tasmania since it is our 
only university.  

The Act of 1992 needs revising to ensure there is a process of accountability. In December 2020 (see 
attachment), the previous Chancellor stated that ‘The University Council is ultimately responsible for 
the wellbeing of people of the university’. 

The Act, Division 3 requires members of the University Council to 

11B (a) act in good faith in the best interests of the University. 

The University Council must surely be aware of the angst of so many of the staff and students at 
UTAS, as well as the anxiety around questionable decisions for the future of our university. Their 
silence (and the way they have been silenced) could be seen as an abrogation of responsibility for 
the provision stated above. The Vice Chancellor and other high officers of UTAS must be held 
accountable to the staff, students and an independent review process if the University Council is not 
qualified or able to take on this role, which indeed they are not as they are answerable to the VC in 
practice.  

Who is responsible for selecting future Vice Chancellors? 

The present University Council reflects a group of people well qualified in the corporate world of 
business. However, they are certainly not qualified to select a new Vice Chancellor, nor even to 
make a legitimate assessment of candidates. It is time that academics themselves had a voice in the 
selection of a new VC. 

If members of the University Council lack the bona fide qualifications and experience to select a new 
VC, or to hold a VC accountable for their actions, then the composition of the University Council 
needs to change. A stronger Act must incorporate a clause detailing a revised make-up of the 
council. There are people who belong to the UTAS community who are eminently qualified to 
suggest an improved, responsible and realistic membership of the University Council. 

All revisions to the Act will hopefully lead to true accountability of the people leading our once 
respected University. 

The solutions to the failure in leadership at UTAS are perhaps complicated, but we have a number of 
eminent, well-informed people including renowned academics in Hobart who have the passion and 
the knowledge to contribute to solutions aimed at saving our struggling university. 

 

 

 



Terms of Reference 1, 4 and 5 

The constitution, functions and powers of the University 

The appropriateness of the Act to protect and promote academic freedom, independence and 
autonomy; and  

Any other matters incidental thereto. 

A university is a high-level institution in which students study for degrees and academics carry out 
research. Humans are therefore at the centre of a university and are undeniably its most important asset 
and fundamental to the existence of a university. 

ToR 1 mentions the functions of a university of which there are eight as stated in the Act of 1992. These 
functions will not be and are not being achieved to their full potential while the institution itself is not 
centred on its people. 

UTAS does not have processes and systems in place that are supportive and empowering of staff and 
students, for instance: 

The anonymous notice board opened for UTAS staff to comment on their concerns was closed down after 
2 days, 5 days early as comments were too confronting for management. 

The issues faced by the Law School (already documented to the Legislative Council – noted in Hansard. 
Fletcher Clarke continually acknowledged that the issues he was dealing with in the law school were 
common throughout the university) 

Letters, articles and talking points in the Mercury – too numerous to itemise 

ABC news article by Emily Baker -  ‘UTAS splashes out in PR blitz as staff, students paint picture of low 
morale’, April 26, 2022 

Many anecdotal stories from staff and students – Hobart is a small place! 

People refer to the culture fostered by UTAS administration as toxic and intimidating leading to a culture 
of fear. 

UTAS staff and students need connection. This is not happening for staff or students. Staff morale is 
lower than ever before. Staff and students are being siloed, which effectively silences them, in numerous 
different ways. 

UTAS staff and students need to be listened to – authentically. This is not happening: they are feeling 
disempowered. 

The seriously unacceptable behaviours experienced by staff would not and could not have occurred if the 
university were serious about honouring its intention to be a deeply people-centred institution. These 
unacceptable behaviours are a symptom of an institution that is failing in its responsibilities to care for 
the wellbeing of its people on every level. 

The actions of the VC and the Provost are at times in direct contradiction to the values that the university 
claims to subscribe to. Professor Black needs to be held accountable for his lack of empathy and 
compassion and his inability to foster thriving relationships. UTAS cannot and will never be a deeply 
people-centred institution when the leader’s actions are not respectful and do not enable every staff 
member to thrive. As leader, the VC is absolutely responsible for the culture of the university.  

Understanding people from a position of empathy, compassion and humaneness is absolutely core to 
running a people-centred organisation. 



Each and every single decision, large or small, must be made from a deeply people-centred focus and 
acted on with physical and mental health being of critical importance. 

Each and every person, whether staff, student or visitor must not only be respected but feel respected. 

Each and every person must be made to feel they are in an environment that is actively focused on 
supporting them so that they can thrive. 

This is not happening. 

Conclusions 

UTAS is not creating an environment in which academics and students thrive and has consequently lost 
the respect of the people of Tasmania. Unfortunately, the Act of 1992 has not been strong enough to 
hold Vice Chancellors at UTAS, as those ultimately responsible for the state of our only university, to 
account.  

UTAS must have processes in place, those determined by a stronger Act, to listen to and acknowledge the 
flaws in the way it treats people. Acknowledging these flaws is only the first step and UTAS did 
acknowledge flaws in December 2020 with an apology ‘Our processes did not protect people, we are 
sorry’ – see attachment. In September 2022, almost 2 years later, there is no improvement. UTAS must 
have checks and balances in place, stipulated by a revision to the Act that will ensure staff are well 
treated. 

UTAS must have processes in place, again mandated by a stronger Act, to become an institution so deeply 
people-centred that it can accept the ramifications for everyone’s mental and physical wellbeing when 
the leader treats individuals in isolation. 

UTAS must prioritise, under the direction of a stronger Act, processes and systems for becoming a 
national leader in understanding the ripple effects of its actions upon individuals. UTAS must recognize 
the families and communities from which their employees come and become a recognised leader in 
people-centred best practice that supports employees and their families.  

A revision of the Act must require those on the administration side of UTAS to meet with academics, the 
strongest asset and reason for being, and listen to them genuinely, deeply and with curiosity, This will 
lead to an understanding of them and their needs, as researchers, teachers and academic people. 
Academics and the role they play are the underlying rationale for having a university and every single 
person working in administration at UTAS is entirely dependent on these academics, researchers and 
teachers. I know some of these people already have an enormous respect for academics and their work, 
and to those people, I thank you. But there are too many people working in administration who do not 
have the best interests of the academics and teachers, and therefore the university, at heart. 

This could form the basis of a model that informs new ways of moving forward to ensure the wellbeing of 
all staff and their families in the future, given that wellbeing is the most crucial underlying function of a 
successful institution. Leading with kindness is one of the most important qualities of a true leader. 

The wellbeing of staff is of paramount importance to the success of UTAS. I sincerely hope that the 
Legislative Council Inquiry is also able to put the wellbeing and success of academic staff, and all those 
who are directly contributing to research and teaching at UTAS at the centre of your deliberations and 
make recommendations that will again establish UTAS as a successful university of which Tasmanians are 
proud. 

Jennifer Yates 
August 29, 2022 
 



University: Our processes did not 
protect people, we are sorry. 

The University of Tasmania today released its response to a review 
covering the period of former Vice-Chancellor Professor Peter Rathjen. 

The review was commissioned in August in the wake of an ICAC South Australia 
investigation which found Professor Rathjen engaged in serious misconduct with two female 
staff members while Vice-Chancellor at the University of Adelaide. 

Alumna and respected barrister Maree Norton, who has experience dealing with similar reviews, 
was engaged to provide an independent review of the University of Tasmania’s management of 
issues surrounding Peter Rathjen’s leadership. 

Ms Norton reviewed 11 complaints, 3 of which related directly to the former Vice-Chancellor. 

The remaining 8 related to workplace culture more broadly and people’s treatment within the 
University during Professor Rathjen’s tenure as Vice-Chancellor. 

Themes in the complaints include sexual misconduct, bullying, discrimination and failures in 
complaints systems and handling. 

The University of Tasmania Council has issued a formal apology to victims and survivors from 
the period. 

University Chancellor Michael Field AC said the University would accept and implement each of 
the recommendations arising from the Review by July 1, 2021. 

“The University Council is ultimately responsible for the wellbeing of people of the University,” 
Chancellor Field said. 

“This Review has highlighted that as an institution we failed in these responsibilities. Our systems 
and processes in place at the time were not effective in protecting people. 

“We are deeply sorry for all the distress these failures have caused. To each person affected: I 
am very sorry.” 

Chancellor Field said recommendations from the Review would result in changes including: 

 Better protections for people who are vulnerable through situations, including power
imbalances 

 Targeted training for University Council and Executive Leaders to ensure they
understand what constitutes unacceptable behaviour in the current setting and 
understand their obligation to intervene 

Attachment



 New governance arrangements to ensure people could feel safe in bypassing senior 
management to report concerns 

University Chief People Officer Jill Bye said with the close of the Review, people who reported 
would be offered a supported pathway should they want to proceed with a formal complaint 
about their experience. 

“We want to be clear this Review was not a formal investigation into individual complaints. This 
was an investigation into the University and its handling of issues that arose at the time. As a 
result, the specific complaints have not been put to anyone but should anyone who came 
forward wishes to pursue a complaint, they will be supported to do so. 

“We are sorry for what has happened and we will demonstrate our respect by using their 
experiences to build a better organisation.” 

The recommendations of the review include clearer pathways for complaints, and a review of 
behaviour policies and procedures. 

The University of Tasmania review also considered the recommendations of the ICAC SA report 
in relation to its own systems and approaches to ensure any lessons from it could be 
incorporated into its response. 

“This review makes clear that our systems were not sufficient and that we did not have clear 
processes in place, and people were let down,” Ms Bye said. 

“We will use the work of Maree Norton and the experiences of those covered in this review to 
ensure we honour our intent to be a deeply people-centred, respectful organisation in which 
people can thrive. 
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