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Inquiry into the Provisions of the University of Tasmania Act 1992 
by 

Richard Herr OAM PhD 

As recent events have demonstrated, there is much about the 1992 Act that warrants the 
attention of the Tasmanian Parliament.  A full generation of academic and administrative 
changes have transpired in the three decades since 1992.  Sources of students, funding, 
teaching technology as well as the place of the University of Tasmania within the state and its 
people have changed significantly.  The role of the Commonwealth has grown and evolved 
significantly over time as well.   However, in this brief submission, I want to address only one 
small element of the Act that I believe has contributed unnecessarily to current community 
disquiet.  This is the nature of the relationship between the University and the Parliament of 
Tasmania.   

The University of Tasmania has been established by an act of the Tasmanian Parliament.  The 
Parliament is responsible for all the legislation it passes but normally this comes back through 
the Executive branch (the minister responsible and bureaucrats).  However, the University 
rightly has a privileged position of autonomy from day-to-day executive administration. 
Moreover, as the key decisions regarding funding and broad academic directions are made in 
Canberra, it has appeared to some that there was little for the Parliament to do.  If anything, 
recent events have demonstrated that the University is such an integral part of the public life 
and the economy of Tasmania that the Parliament should have an important role in protecting 
community interests.   

The Parliament once had two representatives on the University Council.  I have been advised 
that these representatives were selected by ballot; one from each chamber basically to fill 
two obligate positions.  This method of engaging the Parliament with the University may have 
contributed to the mutual disinterest that resulted in the uncoupling of the Council tie 
between the Parliament and University.  From what I have gathered in speaking with some of 
those involved, the decision to end the Parliament’s seats on the University Council was 
amicable.  A sense by University administration that Council was too large coincided with a 
feeling that parliamentary representation was an unproductive sinecure.  Sadly, neither side 
seemed to value the relationship.   

Effective representation on University Council is necessary for the Parliament to meet its 
obligation to the public of Tasmania for several reasons.  It is already clear that ministerial 
oversight has been lax for decades.  In part, this can be attributed to relative absence of 
sustained and close oversight by the Tasmanian Parliament over the state Government 
through the routine mechanisms of accountability such as Estimates hearings, question time 
and the like.  Direct engagement with the University is desirable to allow the Parliament to 
know what questions to ask and where to probe for further information.   

Equally important is the role of the people’s representatives to advocate to the University 
through Council.  The public has legitimate concerns regarding the University’s impact on the 
community including its campuses, parking, student housing, opportunities (commercial and 
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private) for involvement in University activities, etc.  No less important, it is important that 
such interests be addressed, explained, defended and knowledgably pursued on the floor of 
Parliament and in its committees by parliamentarians well versed in the University’s views 
and circumstances.   
 
I hope that this Committee will consider re-establishing a meaningful role for the Parliament 
through the University Council.  I realise that some 30 years ago there were grounds on both 
sides for feeling that the two seats on the Council were more about symbolism than 
substance.  I believe both sides were mistaken then and that it would be a mistake now not 
to correct the resultant error in breaking the direct link between the University and the 
Parliament.  I am not convinced bicameralism dictates two seats for the Parliament on 
University Council.  Rather a single seat for an MP or MLC who takes the job seriously should 
be adequate if there is an effective and confidential mechanism within Parliament to share 
University Council discussions.  Further the parliamentary representative needs to be a 
reflective voice rather than a gatekeeper for transmitting Parliament’s views to the 
University.   
 
Thus, I hope the Committee will recommend that Parliament does resume a place in the 
governance of the University of Tasmania through the University Council.   
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