
 
 

29 August 2022 

Submission to the Legislative Council inquiry into the University of Tasmania Act 1992 

It is very timely and long overdue that a parliamentary inquiry has been initiated into the 
University of Tasmania Act 1992 on its thirtieth anniversary. The University of Tasmania is a 
very different institution, in many totally unseen ways, than what it was thirty years ago. 
Some of these changes are generational changes that have occurred in most universities 
during that time, but many are more peculiar to UTAS and the result of a business-driven, 
corporate leadership of UTAS over the past dozen years that could not have been envisaged 
by the Tasmanian Parliament when the UTAS Act was enacted thirty years ago. 

I am deeply concerned, after a long career in teaching, that the University’s fundamental 
purpose of education and research is now secondary to its operation as a large business 
corporation. Decisions regarding the university’s operations seem to increasingly be made 
on the basis of short-sighted, rash so-called “business” reasoning that takes little account of 
the longer-term needs of students, staff and the community generally.  

In basic legal terms, the University of Tasmania Act 1992 should be viewed as any parent or 
enabling Act that delegates power to a subordinate authority. In practise, however, UTAS as 
a statutory authority operates in a way that is subordinate to nobody – and the Tasmanian 
Parliament has abrogated its responsibility and duty to scrutinise UTAS’s operation. The 
uniquely powerful position of UTAS in the Tasmanian political landscape, as a semi-
government institution that operates like a private corporation, has been noted with 
frustration in the media and at Hobart City Council meetings where UTAS has been 
described as “a law unto itself, answerable to nobody”. The fact that UTAS is, in fact, 
answerable to the Tasmanian Parliament has seemingly long been forgotten, or has only 
been given lip-service to by both UTAS and the State Government, whether of Liberal of 
Labor persuasion. The reality as perceived by the Tasmanian community is that UTAS uses 
its government backing to proceed without normal scrutiny of its operations and 
development (rather like, but even more so, than another powerful institution, the Hydro 
Electric Commission, did decades ago). 

The governance of UTAS seems to be left solely to its largely self-appointed governing body, 
the University Council. However, the current leadership and composition of the University 
Council is a huge concern. The appointments of both its current senior members, the 
chancellor and vice-chancellor must be regarded as unsuitable and highly questionable. The 
Vice-chancellor Rufus Black had never had high-level experience of university 
administration, having spent most of his life at Ormond College, Melbourne, where his area 
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of expertise was the study of ethics and where he rose from chaplain to become master of 
this ultra-traditional college. The chancellor Alison Watkins is a high-flying Victorian 
businesswoman who is extremely busy wearing numerous corporate hats, making it very 
difficult to even visit Tasmania from her home in country Victoria, let alone give UTAS the 
attention expected of her position as Chancellor. It is totally unacceptable that the UTAS 
chancellor is a non-resident of the State – she last lived in Tasmania in the 1980s – and this 
has happened nowhere else in Australia. 

The chancellor and vice-chancellor both gained their first business training as “partners” 
with McKinsey and Company, the huge and controversial American management 
consultancy. The McKinsey business philosophy is to push the financial objective above 
every other consideration, whether environmental, heritage, societal or even human rights. 
The appointment of a prominent businessperson like Alison Watkins to preside over the 
University Council has further added to the marked imbalance of business-focused members 
on the Council, compared to the representation of academia and other educationists. In 
essence this has led the University Council to adopt a corporate business structure and, 
given the background of its most influential members, the financial objective seems to 
predominate. And this “corporatisation” of the Council is perpetuated by the process by 
which new appointments are made, which ensures that the majority of appointments are 
made by the Council itself (or more precisely, six appointments are made by the powerful 
Remunerations and Nominations Committee which currently consists of the chancellor, 
vice-chancellor, the chief operating officer David Clerk, a corporate lawyer James Groom 
and accountant Harvey Gibson – a committee heavily biased towards business rather than 
education). 

UTAS has not only developed a hard-nosed corporate culture to its business operations, it 
has been secretive about these operations. It is far from transparent in releasing financial 
reports in recent years, raising huge questions about its operations. For example, UTAS 
states lack of finance is a massive problem for its future, yet it finds hundreds of millions of 
dollars for property acquisitions in the Hobart CBD. Similarly UTAS states that the Sandy Bay 
campus is run down and requires too much spending to refurbish, yet refuses to release the 
details of these costs – or answer why the principal campus has not been maintained 
properly, if this is indeed the case. And what university, crying poor, would outlay huge 
money to have the naming rights of a football stadium, or sponsor a basketball franchise? 
No other university in Australia does this. 

Finally, who could ever have envisaged thirty years ago when the University of Tasmania Act 
1992 was amended to give UTAS full control over its Sandy Bay property, that UTAS would 
be planning to move from its beautifully spacious but compact Sandy Bay campus – and 
that, furthermore, it would have formed a private company UTAS Properties Pty Ltd to 
purchase scattered CBD properties for this purpose? In fact UTAS has proposed a massive 
urban redevelopment, the largest in Hobart’s history, with a plan that has no independent 



cost-benefit analysis and that has been totally unchecked by any parliamentary or 
government body, and yet it impacts so heavily and adversely on other Hobartians, not least 
Tasmanian students hoping to gain a quality tertiary education at the State’s only university. 
UTAS openly admits that this relocation to the CBD will result in a downsizing and 
diminishing of university offerings (there simply is not the space to expand or offer all Sandy 
bay courses). It also plans to offer more online courses with less face-to-face teaching – a 
very risky plan for the university’s future as students go elsewhere or, sadly, many young 
Tasmanian students decide to forgo university study altogether. 

It is imperative that Hobart, as the State capital with the bulk of its population, retain a 
solid, highly visible physical presence of its only university as currently exists at Sandy Bay. 
The extensive Sandy Bay campus, which would be the envy of any mainland university, has 
served this purpose very well until recent years. 

I urge members of the parliamentary inquiry to seek a an urgent pause in the radical plans 
of UTAS to relocate its entire Sandy Bay campus, plans that will be detrimental to not only 
Hobart, but threaten the very future of UTAS and university education in this State. 

Yours faithfully, 

Patrick Naughtin PhD 

 
 

 




