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2 Churchill Ave Sandy Bay Campus 
TAS 7005, PO Box 5055 

ATT: Legislative Council Select Committee 

Submission to the Inquiry into the Provisions of the University of Tasmania Act 1992 

Executive Summary 

Terms of Reference covered: 

1. The constitution, functions, and powers of the University
2. The constitution, role, powers and obligations of the Council and Academic Senate
3. The appropriateness of the Act to ensure accountable executive, fiscal and academic

decision making
4. The appropriateness of the Act to protect and promote academic freedom, independence

and autonomy.

The submission below considers the University of Tasmania Act 1992 and University life more broadly 
from the student perspective. In Part A, we raise concerns the Tasmanian University Student 
Association (‘TUSA’) has about the support of HDR candidates, learning and teaching conditions, and 
educational facilities. We discuss student sentiment toward the perceived commercialisation of the 
University experience, and the sense of disengagement that accompanies it. In Part B, we suggest 
recommendations for a number of changes to the University governance, including University Council 
and Academic Senate. Finally, in Part C we raise the possibility of the introduction of external and 
independent monitoring of the University, the need for which is exemplified by the reduction of student 
voice on University governance bodies and Student Services and Amenities Fees toward student-led 
programs and initiatives.  

Key Recommendations: 

1. S 8(1)(i) be amended to include a minimum of two student members, and at least one
member should be elected to their role through a democratic vote amongst enrolled
students.

2. That Academic Senate membership be amended to consist of significantly more academic
staff who are student facing and engaged with the strategic direction of the University.

3. A Minister for Higher Education and/or an independent statutory body be created to
monitor and act as a check on University Council to ensure it is achieving its core functions.

LCSC/UTAS 128



29/08/2022 

 

Introduction 

The Tasmanian University Student Association (‘TUSA’), previously the Tasmania University Union 
(‘TUU’), has a proud history of over 120 years advocating for and delivering services to students at the 
University of Tasmania. TUSA is independent of the University of Tasmania, but has an affiliation 
agreement that allows us to work with the University to share resources and facilities to deliver services 
and advocacy with students. Our core functions are to give student voices a platform through our elected 
student representatives, offer independent support and advocacy, financial support and counselling, 
community through our 140+ Clubs and Societies, and a variety of events, initiatives and programs 
aimed at building connections and supporting student needs. Our State Council of elected student 
representatives is the voice of students at the University and sits across Academic Senate and its 
subcommittees, as well as other areas of student interest such as Sustainability and Equity.  

Since 2019 we have done significant work to transform the organisation, in response to indications from 
the University that our partnership agreement would be jeopardised if significant actions were not taken 
to address several perceived shortcomings.1 The TUU’s response laid the groundwork to develop a 
bold, relevant, and effective student representative organisation to serve the needs of students. We 
continue that student representation in this submission today. 

TUSA thanks the Legislative Council Select Committee for the opportunity to submit student 
perspectives to the review of the University of Tasmania Act 1992 (‘the Act’). 

 

PART A: Constitution, Functions and Powers of the University 

TUSA believes that s 6 of the Act sufficiently outlines the core functions of the University of Tasmania. 
Although no amendments are proposed, we would like to take this opportunity to share the student 
perspective on a few of the functions as broader context for student experience at the University. 

S 6(b) – to encourage and undertake research  

There are many aspects of research at the University that should be celebrated. However, post-
graduate students are often neglected in University decision-making. The pressure caused by 
inadequate stipend support for Higher Degree by Research (HDR) candidates places these 
students in a position where they must constantly choose between their research and living 
expenses, while having their working hours restricted by their Scholarship Conditions of 
Award. To our knowledge, the University offers HDR stipends at the very low base rate set by 
the Federal Department of Education, Skills and Employment. Many other universities across 
Australia offer significantly above this minimum because they understand the impact that 
financial instability can have on a candidate’s successful completion of their research. The 
University also offers no extensions on stipends, and in consequence students who have to 
extend their studies do so without any support. 

Rather than increasing HDR stipends, the University prefers to fund the maximum number of 
offers rather than fewer stipends of higher value. HDR students consulted by TUSA have 
expressed that they would be comfortable with HDR spaces being reduced if the stipend 
funding could then be shared amongst a smaller group. However, funding for research training 
and support is sourced from Research Block Grant funding, which is calculated based on the 

 
1 This was done in response to the report conducted by LH Martin in 2017. The review identified a number of 
issues impacting the then TUU’s relevance to the UTAS student body, as well as its ability to meet its objectives 
and strategic priorities.  
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relative performance of each higher education provider in supporting students to complete their 
research.2 

Additionally, there is currently minimal professional development support in research for HDR 
candidates, and funding for research development has been consistently cut by the University. 
Students report having disparate experiences depending on the quality of their supervisor and 
investment from their School in training and development for their research community, with 
little to no consistency in how this support is delivered. HDR candidates constantly express 
feelings of isolation and loneliness and feel they haven’t been given appropriate guidance on 
how to conduct research on such a large scale. By way of example, the Research and 
Development Program was shut down three years ago by the University. Delivered by the 
Graduate Research Office, this program organised courses and seminars for HDR students that 
allowed them to network and build skills needed to be successful. These opportunities are now 
expected to be delivered by the Schools, but this fails to promote any consistency or systemic 
support. 

S 6(d) – to encourage and provide opportunities for students and staff to develop and apply their 
knowledge and skills 

The provision of face-to-face learning is essential in achieving the function of providing 
opportunities for students and staff to develop and apply knowledge and skills. 

The most recent figures available to TUSA show that of students at the University of Tasmania, 
25.1% are aged 40 or above, 23.9% between 20-24, 16.3% between 25-29, 12.8% less than 20, 
and 12.3% between 30-34. With 1 in 4 students over 40, these students likely have other caring 
commitments and financial debts that aren’t usually considered when we think of the ‘typical’ 
university student. For this reason, it is important that learning delivery is flexible and makes 
education as accessible as possible. 

The caveat on this is that learning delivery must be flexible without compromising the student 
experience. For example, the University announced that the traditional didactic lecture would 
be removed in favour of small, workshop-based learning supplemented by self-paced online 
material. In principle, this is an innovative way of teaching that addresses the challenges and 
changes we have experienced since 2020. 

However, in practice this approach has resulted in a deepened feeling of disconnect among 
students. Where once they could sit in a lecture theatre with hundreds of their peers, they now 
only see twenty at a time in a single workshop. To the best of our knowledge, the planned 
‘keynote’ lectures that the University cited would address this gap have either failed to go ahead 
at all, or went ahead with very small numbers of attendance. For student experience to be at its 
best, where students are primed to “develop and apply their knowledge and skills”, there must 
be opportunities to gather in large groups that self-identify rather than being prescribed an 
identity such as through the introduction of the University Community Engagement Model. 

The issue of providing opportunity to develop and apply knowledge is also entangled in the 
issues of facilities, as will now be addressed. 

 

 
2 See more at Research Block Grants, Department of Education. https://www.dese.gov.au/research-block-
grants  



29/08/2022 

 

S 6(e) – to provide educational and research facilities appropriate to its other functions 

The University has invested significant resources into educational and research facilities 
appropriate to achieving learning, teaching, and research. Most notably of course, there has 
been the relocation of the Cradle Coast Campus to Westpark, the current Newnham Campus to 
Inveresk in Launceston, and the proposed relocation from Sandy Bay into the CBD of Hobart.  

TUSA does not specifically oppose the move into the CBD in Hobart. However, there has been 
a severe lack of meaningful consultation with students on whether the move into the city should 
go ahead in the first place. For those students and staff who have already been moved into the 
Hobart CBD, their input into the designs have been overwhelmingly ignored, most notably 
through the open plan offices, lack of lecture theatres, and de-centralised social spaces for 
students to gather. The same concerns around open-plan staff offices have been raised about 
the Inveresk campus development to no avail. Concerningly, the new Westpark Campus in 
Burnie has had significant issues with disability access that are yet to be resolved 12 months 
from opening. Further, TUSA has been attempting to work with the University to find a location 
to house our student representatives, staff and important services if any of the prospective 
moves proceed, and for the last two years have been largely unsuccessful or ignored.  

All these examples are symptoms of a bigger issue: that is, that ‘consultation’ has occurred as 
an after-the-fact approach with little to no scope for student or community feedback to be 
incorporated into the final designs. Consultation that is intended to develop an overall design 
or strategy necessitates transparency of budgets. It is not enough to consult on projects in a 
vacuum, as if there are no other ideas out there worth discussing. True consultation requires the 
alternatives to be considered together, which allows for properly informed decision-making. If 
the University is to continue to provide appropriate educational and research facilities, any 
future developments need to be done in genuine partnership with student, staff, and community 
needs. There needs to be assurances of accessible, communal, and student-owned spaces which 
promote a sense of belonging. Importantly, even if traditional lectures are no longer be best 
practice, there need to be ‘lecture theatres’ that allow large groups of students to gather, and 
share ideas with academic staff and community members.  

Powers of the University 

Briefly, we also wish to comment on s 7 of the Act, ‘Powers of the University’. Due to the risks 
associated with running a university that is entirely reliant on government funding and resources to 
support the delivery of the core functions, we do not propose that the University should be unable to 
enter into private partnerships and loan agreements. 

However, students are concerned about the increasingly privatised characteristics of the University of 
Tasmania. Students have a strong sense that the University is merely a vehicle for profit, fuelling 
property purchases and executive salaries. Private and community interests do not always align, and 
there is real concern in the community that the University is pursuing commercial interests rather than 
achieving its core function of promoting the social, cultural, and economic welfare of the community 
(s 6(g)), research (s 6(b)), and providing opportunities to apply knowledge (s 6(e)). This is exemplified 
by UTAS creating ‘UTAS Properties Pty Ltd’ as a wholly owned subsidiary operating to return funds 
for the University.  

To address this, we believe there needs to be an amendment that requires the University to document 
its regard to the interests of its students and the broader community when exercising its powers. There 
needs to be a strong, independent governance mechanism that will provide impartial oversight to ensure 
that the University’s financial decisions are for the purpose of advancing its core functions, the most 
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important of which are research, learning and teaching, and the community. We will address this further 
in Part C of our submission. 

 

PART B: The Constitution, Role, Powers and Obligations of Council and Academic Senate 

TUSA has significant concerns over the operation of the University Council, and has been providing 
input into the internal review of Academic Senate and its subcommittees. We will address each of these 
governance bodies below. 

University Council 

First, s 8(1)(i) prescribes “a minimum of one student appointed by the Council, after consultation with 
any relevant student associations”. Currently, the Council only appoints the minimum of one student 
through a panel selection which includes the State President of TUSA. It is noteworthy that in 2021, the 
University failed to follow this process and re-appointed the existing student member without any 
consultation of TUSA. 

While we appreciate having input into the appointment of student members, we note that the academic 
and professional staff members are elected to Council. The Act does not require the student member to 
regularly liaise with the TUSA State President on matters that are of student concern, and although it is 
encouraged during the appointment process this has rarely translated into action. Illustratively, since 
2020, the respective student members of Council have only met with the TUSA President once. 

This means that while the academic and professional elected staff have the network of their colleagues 
to support and inform their decision making, the student member does not. In fact, we argue that the 
deliberate delineation of an appointed student member as opposed to an elected student member seeks 
to ensure that the student member only relies on their own personal experience to inform decision 
making. We believe that isolating the student member in the name of governance, combined with only 
have one student member on the Council, severely limits the important influence that students should 
have in determining the strategic future of the University.  

Although we acknowledge that members of Council are required to have appropriate skill sets and 
understandings of good corporate governance, increasing the diversity of membership is best practice 
for ensuring good governance.3 Bringing more students to the table will only increase the diversity of 
perspective and approach that is integral to informed decision making. Any concerns over an elected 
student member not acting in the best interests of the University is already mitigated by s 8(3) of the 
Act, which states that members of the Council are accountable to the Council and not their constituent 
body.  

Despite the University being given opportunity to provide more student diversity on the Council through 
the current wording of s 8(1)(i), it has proved to be insufficient to encourage them to do so. We argue 
that considering these issues raised, s 8(1)(i) should be amended to include a minimum of two students, 
and that at least one of those students should be elected to their role through a democratic vote amongst 
enrolled students. 

Academic Senate 

Academic Senate is supportive of student voice, and we thank the Chair and members for the space they 
provide to hear student issues in each agenda.  

 
3 Australian Institute of Company Directors, ‘Achieving Board Effectiveness’.  
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We do not have any amendments to suggest for Division 4, s 13 of the Act regarding Academic Senate. 
However, we wish to take this opportunity to comment on s 13(2), which states the function of 
Academic Senate is to advise Council on all academic matters relating to the University. We believe 
the current structure of Senate is not fit for purpose to achieve this function. 

Academic Senate must be able to encourage robust debate, facilitate academic freedom, and provide a 
forum for both University staff and students to raise academic matters without concern of prejudicial 
action being brought against them. Most of Senate meetings are occupied by receiving reports from 
lengthy agendas, which staff members have admitted to not having time to read. Due to the pandemic, 
the last three years of Academic Senate have been predominantly hosted online. This has created a 
space where members only pay attention to issues directly related to them, creating a massive loss of 
diversity in decision making. 

We believe that for student interests to truly be represented and acted upon at Academic Senate, it is 
essential that the membership shifts away from ex-officio roles and has a substantial increase in teaching 
and research staff. The election of academic and non-academic staff would allow for the broader 
university community to have more autonomy and influence over the direction of the University, as 
those issues are reported back to the University Council. 

 

PART C: The Appropriateness of the Act to ensure accountable executive, fiscal and academic 
decision-making; and protect and promote academic freedom, independence and autonomy 

Currently, University Council and Academic Senate have no oversight by the Tasmanian Parliament. 
TUSA believes that a Minister for Higher Education and/or an independent statutory body should be 
created to administer the University of Tasmania Act and act as a check on the University Council to 
ensure that decisions are achieving its core functions. More broadly, this portfolio would allow for the 
development of Higher Education policy in Tasmania that could be considered regarding service of the 
community and educational goals for Tasmanians. We believe such a body is needed for several reasons. 

Firstly, there is not enough transparency in the fiscal decision making of the University. For example, 
universities are required to provide a publicly available report on Student Services and Amenities Fee 
(‘SSAF’) fee allocations and actual expenditure.4 The UTAS website currently only has records of 
allocated funds, but not actual expenditure. The 2021 Annual Report was only just made available in 
the last week of August, meaning student representatives have not had a chance to sufficiently review 
it in time for this submission. This has created a significant information gap between the 2020 and 2021 
Annual Reports where students were not able to review the financial, operational, and strategic 
decisions of the University. Whilst SSAF allocations are determined ‘in consultation’ with TUSA 
student representatives, the consultation process has not been established in a rigid enough way to 
promote detailed critiques and open feedback of the individual projects where SSAF is being spent.  

SSAF funding has been steadily reduced by the University, particularly in respect to activities that fund 
student-led voice and community. In 2013, the TUU received 43% of SSAF funding at the University, 
in conjunction with additional non-SSAF funding. By 2019, this had been reduced to a mere 15% of 
SSAF, and then our lowest point of 8% in 2020. Although we are now receiving 17% of SSAF, it is 
important to note that the University has ceased providing TUSA any non-SSAF funding, resulting in 
our funding remaining largely the same from 2021 to 2022. 

 
4 Higher Education Support (Student Services, Amenities, Representation and Advocacy) Guidelines 2022 s 
19(5). 






